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1 The tale of treasure grass

Sweet clover’s introduction and
extension in China, 1942-1961

Guannan Gao and Micah Muscolino

Introduction

How plants are used, as Arturo Warman has written, “is a product of culture.”!
Plant utilization bears the stamp of human decisions influenced by the dynam-
ics of power. People use their knowledge of the traits and properties of plants to
establish and define the uses of different flora. At the same time, new uses for
plants frequently arise through the extension and adaptation of existing practices
and knowledge, often as the result of interactions between fundamentally unequal
social groups. The question of how such interactions have occurred at the level of
knowledge and ideas, the role that power relations have played in them, and the
environmental effects of these interactions are worth considering as entry points
for thinking about historical relationships between people and the land.

Sigrid Schmalzer has examined understandings of scientific farming among
different groups, including peasants, cadres, and technicians, in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC). She argues that the political vicissitudes of the Mao
era (1949-1976) should not be understood in terms of a binary between scientific
and anti-scientific ideological inclinations. Although some actors favored what
Schmalzer calls yang ¥ (“foreign, Western, elite, professional, ivory-tower”)
science and others favored fu =& (“native, Chinese, local, rustic, mass, crude”)
science, all groups accepted science as a core value.? Despite dominant discourses
that cast peasants as “backward,” she argues, “mass science” frequently collabo-
rated and merged with elite science in the production of scientific agricultural
knowledge. As this chapter makes evident, a productive interaction betwe.en prac-
tical experience and scientific experimentation also characleriz.cd agricultural
research and extension under the Chinese Nationalist regime during the Repub-
lican period (1911-1949), and the PRC inherited this legacy. Specifically, the
chapter uses the case of a single plant, sweet clover (caomxi FAH), t°,m"°st:
gate how the interweaving of peasant practice and scientific experimentation ;:°
place in terms of concrete ecological practices both before Iand duncrllig fﬁd.lls? i::;
period. Focusing on how these practices shaped the adoption af'.'d 3 m;tal

SW
sweet clover from the 1940s to the 1960s also reveal hal.kmd 31 ‘env?lr?)mmnen-
and social effects emerged when, mediated by power relations, I v eljmle state
tal knowledge gamered national attention and was drawn into Jarger

agendas.
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While certain types of sweet clover grow in northwestern and southwestern
China, our concern here is not with indigenous sweet clover varieties. Rather,
this chapter traces the history of introduced varieties of sweet clover that Gansu’s
Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area (Tianshui shuitu baochi
shivanqu KK L F4FBERIE) imported beginning in 1943 from the United
States. Because of the effectiveness of these introduced varieties in conserving
water and soil, among other purposes, during the 1950s sweet clover received
nationwide attention and became an important variety in agricultural extension
efforts.

Over a period of nearly forty years, from their initial introduction in the early
1940s until their gradual decline in the 1980s, introduced varieties of sweet clover
spread from Gansu H # to the northern Chinese provinces of Shaanxi P, Inner
Mongolia N3¢, Ningxia % &, Liaoning i %, and Shandong 111 #. Materials
prepared for the Nationwide Sweet Clover Academic Workshop (Quanguo cao-
mucxi xueshu taolunhui A=A RHT 545 ) in 1982 stated,

Sweet clover is distributed from Heilongjiang B #E{L province’s Heihe i
region in the north (41° north latitude) to Guangxi i province’s Yulin
T Ak region (22.5° north latitude). Areas in our nation’s vast North and in
Jiangsu {L&%, Anhui %, Sichuan J4)I|, Hunan #]#, and Yunnan &5
provinces in the South all have large areas of [sweet clover] cultivation and
utilization. It is estimated that nationwide the cultivated area is approximately
10,000,000 mu [including introduced and indigenous varieties].?

This chapter addresses the question of how the remarkable diffusion of this plant
species took place.

The origins of water and soil conservation in China

Sweet clover’s introduction was intimately related to the development of water and
soil conservation programs in China during the Republican period (191 1-1949).4
In a time of national crisis and peril, early twentieth-century Chinese intellectuals
actively searched for methods to “save the nation.” As the goal of using science
to save China took on increasing importance, scientism as an ideological inclina-
tion gained far-reaching influence among intellectuals.’ At the same time, Euro-
American scholars traveled to China and disseminated the scientific theories of
forestry, botany, and agronomy. Walter C. Lowdermilk was one of them.
Lowdermilk came to China in the 1920s, first teaching forestry at the Univer-
sity of Nanking and later conducting investigations and field research on defores-
tation, runoff, and soil erosion. His hypotheses and experiments on the ability of
forests to retain water resources and decrease runoff and erosion influenced the
formation of water and soil conservation’s scientific basis and the beginnings of
the discipline in China. Chinese scholars such as Ling Daoyang 1% i8#} (returned
from studying abroad) and Ren Chengtong {T/&#i (Lowdermilk’s student) also
contributed by disseminating Western theories, knowledge, and experimental

The tale of tre
techniques. In this reciprocal cultural ex f treasure grass 13

soil conservation theories and Chinese ]:ch:l'nﬁ;;l:‘lerging of We:tem water and
With the‘f‘ul] outbreak of the Anti-Japanese Ward%:fnécmd. ;

Japanese mlhtar;_/ occupied most of the territorjes iR eséllitt:a_nce in 1937, the

tionally been China’s main grain producing centers ” Du:t:l u.g‘ai thaf had tradi-

preparedness and regime stability, the Strategic status of Chi ::‘ns]:l erations of war

greatly increased, and the Nationali s Northwest region

st govi “

the Northwest.” To a large extent, the I%Iati:;n::i:?t:gui;?:hd;v:a: : t:l’ dlevelop
Northwest was a means to accumulate grain for military purposes :nde;; ;Ppl:
duction depended on water and soil. How should farmers conserve water and
soil resources and increase grain production? To achieve the geostrategic goal
of eﬂ"ecti?ely mobiliz.ing resources for China’s war effort, this question made
conservation a necessity. A§ a result, the scope of water and soil conservation’s
meaning in wartime China included a broad range of measures that furthered the
efficient use of water and soil resources to support the economic development of
the Northwest.®

This combination of factors motivated the Nationalist government to actively
promote conservation efforts. When the Yellow River Conservancy Commis-
sion (YRCC, Huanghe shuili weiyuanhui 377K |2 B ) was established in
1933, it included a Forestry Reclamation Group (Linkenzu # %2 4H) responsible
for addressing soil erosion problems, which later became the Forestry Recla-
mation Planning Commission (Linken sheji weiyuanhui #kB3itZER ). In
August 1940, Nationalist government agencies convened a conference to discuss
the problem of soil erosion at which participants formally decided upon shuitu
baochi X LA%¥%F as the Chinese rendering of the scientific term “water and soil
conservation.”®

In 1940 the Nationalist government established the Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry (Nonglinbu J& ##5), which shared responsibility for water and soil con-
servation with the YRCC.!? In 1941 the YRCC’s Forestry Reclamation Planning
Commission established the Longnan Water and Soil Conservation Experiment
Area (Longnan shuitu baochi shiyanqu FiRE/K L {#F WM &) in Tianshui, and
the following year the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry founded the Tians-
hui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area. The two experimental organs
operated in parallel for more than three years until, in 1946, the Longnan Water
and Soil Conservation Experiment Area merged with the Tianshui Water and Soil
Conservation Experiment Area.!! Most importantly for our purposes, it was the
Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area that conducted wartime
experiments related to the introduction and extension of sweet clover.

The characteristics of sweet clover

To obtain plants that could prove useful for conserving water and soil, the Tians-
hui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area acquired several hundred gra:i:
species through collection and exchange. Sweet clover was one of thos;:.t plant:.

Sweet clover is a kind of leguminous plant that China’s rural populace often refers
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to as “horse alfalfa” (mamuxu 5 1575) or “foreign alfalfa” (vangmuxu 15 75).
Wild sweet clover grows in China’s Southeast, Northwest, and Southwest, and
the nineteenth-century text An llustrated Book on Plants (Zhiwu mingshi tukao
H¥ 45 W B %) called it “eliminating sweat grass” (pihancao BETH5). The text
also noted that wild sweet clover has fine, soft roots and fragrant yellow flowers, 3

As mentioned previously, however, this chapter mainly discusses the intro-
duced varieties of sweet clover planted and disseminated in Northwest China
beginning in the 1940s. The distinctive biological features of these types of
sweet clover are their resistance to drought, cold, infertile soil, and alkalinity.
The plants have tall stalks and well-developed roots, stems, and rhizobia. The
stalks also contain coumarins that give them a bitter flavor, so it is not clear
how this plant got the name “sweet clover.” Some have suggested that the name
may derive from the fact that in the Mediterranean region, Europe, and North
America, sweet clover is considered a nectar plant for raising honeybees, but its
origin remains uncertain,'

Sweet clover stalks lignify easily, which makes them a good source of fuel
since they burn well but a poor source of fodder because most livestock find
them unpalatable. Sweet clover also grows relatively vigorously and can self-
propagate, which makes it a good plant for re-vegetating barren mountains. Yet
this quality presents a disadvantage when using sweet clover as a green fertilizer
since its aggressive growth can impinge upon other crops. The value of a plant
is relative and not absolute; it is intimately related to the temporal, spatial, and
social aspects of a plant’s use. As Sidney Mintz once noted of the relationship
between use and meaning, “[T]he relationship between production and consump-
tion may even be paralleled by the relationship between use and meaning.” In his
view, meaning does not inhere in substances naturally or inevitably. Rather, “that
meaning arises out of use, as people use substances in social relationships.”! This
chapter adopts the same perspective.

Sweet clover’s introduction and extension in the
Republican period

If the initial impetus for research on soil-conserving plants was wartime demand
for grain, plant breeding specialist Ye Peizhong 3£1% £ took the lead in carrying
it out.'® Ye was born in 1899 in Jiangsu province’s Jiangyin L& county, and at
age 11 he began studying at a missionary school, where he learned English. Ye
graduated from the University of Nanking in 1927, where he studied forestry with
Walter C. Lowdermilk. After graduating, Ye directed a forestry station in Guangxi
province but returned to Nanjing in 1929 to assist in designing a botanical garden
at the Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum (Zongli lingyuan 4832 [#). To prepare for this
task, Ye studied abroad from 1930 to 1931 at the Royal Botanical Garden in Edin-
burgh. This experience not only gave Ye connections with botanical gardens and
seed distribution outlets in various foreign countries but also enabled him to gain
a familiarity with scientific theories and techniques related to plant introduction

and adaptability.
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Following his return to China, Ye oversaw th i
cal garden until the outbreak of the Ant; o b’y bt

ti-Japanese i
occupation of Nanjing forced him to tak peniese War in 1937, when the Japanese

. - € refuge in Hunan and Si
engaged in teaching and research for several years, In 194§nYeSjl:il:1ue?ih‘:]:T:nﬁ
west Investigation Group (Xibei kaochatuan i1t 32 1) led by Lowdermilk

which surveyed water and soil conservation in Shaanxi, Nt
behal.f of the Na:iopalist regime. During this im.u.astigatior:]‘?,:,:s;;'l a‘i(?;dg?el:tg::;l(:)'}
attention to observing and collecting plant species. After the survey’s completion
in 1943, Ye l:emalned in “3_11511“1 as a technician in the Ministry of Agriculture
and Forestry’s Water and S(‘nI Conservation Experiment Area.

Ye eventually b_ecame director of the Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation
Experiment Area in 1945, and while working at the Experiment Area he pre-
sided over the Experiment Area’s selection of soil-conserving plants and its grass
breeding experiments. The cosmopolitan theoretical knowledge that Ye acquired
through his studies and work experience influenced the trajectory of sweet clo-
ver’s introduction, utilization, and extension. However, sweet clover’s introduc-
tion was not a unilinear process of research and experiment followed by extension
and cultivation. Rather, it reflected a complex interweaving of modern scientific
knowledge and the practical needs of the rural populace.

After the Experiment Area’s founding, experiments with sweet clover immedi-
ately got underway. In 1942, during his travels with the Northwest Investigation
Group, Ye Peizhong gathered wild sweet clover seeds and brought them back to
the Experiment Area for further study. Experiments indicated that even though
sweet clover’s value as fodder was not as great as alfalfa and other grasses, it
could be planted where alfalfa could not. At the same time, sweet clover had
great effectiveness in “restoration of vegetation” and erosion prevention.!” For
these reasons, sweet clover stood out among the numerous plant varieties that the
Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area introduced at the time.

In 1943 Ye Peizhong gave a small bag of sweet clover seeds to a farmer narqed
Yang Shirong #tH48 in Tianshui’s Shuijiagou 7K i# village, and Yang tried
planting them on his land.'® In spring 1944 the Tianshui_ExperunFnt ﬁu'ea1 :um-
marized Yang Shirong’s experience and purchased 320 liters of his seed§. BuE
cultivating pasture grasses was not a familiar practice for local peasants. T“'th
is part of Gansu’s loess hill and gully area (huangtu qiuling gouhe qu ﬁ_i
B 7 &), where hilly land makes farming conditions relatively poor. Wltgout
much level land, peasants instead cultivated large areas ‘uf 1nilme§ ﬁ;l:s;-d‘ In
the Tianshui region, as a source from the late 1940s explained, “A mixe *‘-l '3:
and farming system is widespread, but herding does not have fixed pasturelan

i ion] that does not suffer harm due to
50 except for the crops there is no [vegetation] 5
: : : or store seeds, so the plant
overgrazing.”?! Residents did not plant pasture grass okoladgs to 1ol
ing of grasses like sweet clover represented a new form o

populace. 4 d biennial white sweet
iment Area also introduced annual and bie :
In 1944 the Experiment b the U.S. Department of Agricul-

clover and yellow sweet clover 0 : e S
ture’s Soil gonsewation Bureau for experimental planting ** Experimen
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indicated that these plants had tall stalks and grew quickly. Among them, bien-
nial white sweet clover (Melilotus alba-Arctic 44 FATE S AHE) and biennial
vellow sweet clover (Melilotus officinallis-Madrid —4F-*£ # 1£ 8 A #R) yielded
the best experimental planting results,?® and after 1949 these two kinds of sweet
clover were the main varieties used in extension and cultivation programs.2* How-
ever, these two introduced varieties were not native varieties in the United States
either. According to pasture grass variety registration records,

Biennial white sweet clover was an ‘Arctic variety’ with strong resistance to
cold that was selected at the University of Saskatchewan in Canada from the
‘normal white’ local variety of Siberian biennial white sweet clover origi-
nally grown in the Soviet Union. Biennial yellow sweet clover was originally
grown in Spain and raised in Madrid.25

This source demonstrates that before sweet clover was introduced to China it had
undergone human selection at least twice, so it also brought with it the legacy of
previous cultivators’ knowledge, priorities, and preferences.
The Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area not on ly selected
plant varieties but also planted them on alluvial riverside land at the mouth of
a gully called Litergou & —i# and in experimental fields to promote sediment
retention and soil conservation. Because Tianshui, like much of Northwest China,
suffered from severe fuel shortages, residents frequently dug up grass roots on
slopes to burn as fuel. The wartime migration of refugees from Japanese-occupied
territories to the Northwest after 1937 increased Tianshui’s population, which fur-
ther heightened pressure on scarce fuel resources.2s Not surprisingly, the Experi-
ment Area’s pasture grass cultivation plots often suffered damage at the hands of
nearby rural households desperately in need of fuel. Residents quickly discovered
that sweet clover had large stalks, and its combustibility was superior to other
grass varieties. To meet their need for biomass, the rural populace took advantage
of sweet clover’s potential as a fuel source.

Recognizing the plant’s benefits, Tianshui’s residents began asking the Exper-
iment Station for sweet clover seeds and exchanged them with one another.
Soon sweet clover was being cultivated by a small number of households, The
Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Experiment Area’s extension methods
also played a role in disseminating knowledge about the plant. To attract peo-
ple’s interest in water and soil conservation, the Experiment Area took part in
the local Farmer’s Day festival (nongminjie dahui J&RA1 A ) and “selected
one hundred outstanding soil conservation plant samples, fifty kinds of seeds,
and prepared photographs and charts for the local people to observe.”?” The
Experiment Area also planted sweet clover grass belts along terraces, gullies,
and fields. Once the sweet clover matured, the Experiment Area agreed to let
farmers use it “free of charge.”?® Once sweet clover grass belts grew, the Exper-
iment Area notified the populace, who cut them and gathered seeds. Farmers
had to give the seeds to the Experiment Area but could keep the stalks for their

own use.”

[n. 1947 peasants from Liguanwap ¥'§‘I‘! :
“seeing @at sweet _clover could protect o vil
venated its product!vity S0 its benefits were evenel‘oslon on barren land and reju-
came to the Experiment Area 10 request Sweet Breater than agricultural crops,”

Tianshui,

Starting around 1947, the masses saw that sweet clo : :
i Ver grew in gull
on emba.mkmentS, and beside roads in the Experiment Am:r and ms:- ti:-:;

In tandem with the planting of sweet clover, small-scale exchange networks
formed and sweet clover became a commodity that could be marketed to make a
living: “[flarmers carried sweet clover stalks on their backs and went into the city
to sell them, calling it ‘foreign alfalfa.’ Since their combustion power was great,
the price was two or three times higher than other kindling.”>*

Furthermore, sweet clover lent impetus to the development of agricultural pro-
duction on previously marginal lands. Farmers found that if grain crops were
cultivated on land where sweet clover had been planted, output increased. As a
document from the mid-1950s noted,

Around 1948 Caoleijiazhuang & H 5 [village]’s Cao Tianhui ¥R &
planted six mu [of sweet clover] and harvested 16,000 jin of kindling. He
then planted wheat in rotation and harvested 480 jin, which increaseq produc-
tion by 300 jin. One could harvest fuel and make the land .fertile. which made
peasants with a lot of land but poor soil even more envious. In subseguent
years, they expanded the land area cultivated [with sweet clover] and it has

already expanded to steep slopes and infertile land.**

Sweet clover’s effects, for cultivators with relatively large holdings of infertile

land, were a great benefit. X ; £PEe

Scientific experimentation went forward in tandem with Pﬁ;ﬁ;:ﬂpi:"ﬁ::l
The Experiment Area’s scientific research pefsomgi ;elsrtc;l?t? u:cov sodiibioieh
knowledge about fuel acquisition and increasing 5‘:; i e

local practice, seeking to subject this experience

i i cted studies to determine the
e ?ar:; :r?: grcluded sweet clover as one of

most suitable rotation systems on sloping S
the plants in these rotation experiments.* After several years of experimentation,
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it was proven that using sweet clover as green fertilizer yielded excellent resy]is
in increasing crop yields. In 1948 the Experiment Station decided to conduct fyr.
ther sweet clover fertilizer efficiency experiments and green manure experiments,
comparing sweet clover with different types of green fertilizer.’” Based on statjs.
tics from 1950, the area on which farmers on the outskirts of Tianshui spontane.
ously planted sweet clover reached over 10,000 mu.*®
However, during the 1940s these extension efforts had a limited socioeconomic
scope. The rural households invited to observe sweet clover demonstrations were
independent cultivators who owned their own land as well as landlords, The
extension sites were also restricted by transportation, so they were concentrated
in villages relatively close to cities and towns, and residents of villages deep in
the mountains had never even heard of sweet clover. Although sweet clover dem-
onstrations were carried out, the Nationalist regime’s limited state capacity during
the 1940s meant that it could not form an effective extension system. These fac.
tors limited agricultural extension’s scope and depth, so its influence was mainly
limited to villages on the outskirts of the city of Tianshui.
As this section has shown, the introduction and cultivation of sweet clover dur-
ing the Republican period were not research-divorced from the outside world, In
the process of sweet clover’s introduction, one can see the effective combination of
modern science and local practice. Technical experts employed by the Nationalist
government initiated the adoption of sweet clover as part of wartime efforts to limit
erosion and boost agricultural production in the Northwest, but the plant took root
in Chinese soil due to its ability to meet the pressing needs of Tianshui’s rural popu-
lace. Burning sweet clover as fuel was a new use for the plant that the rural populace
developed in response to mounting wartime pressure on fuel resources, and the
widespread adoption of sweet clover for this purpose lent impetus to the plant’s
extension. The results of this practical experience and scientific experimentation
were inherited after 1949, fusing into a system of knowledge about sweet clover.

Sweet clover in “New China”

After the founding of the PRC, China’s political and economic systems underwent
titanic changes. In many instances, environmental historians cannot use regime
change for their periodization because the patterns and processes of the natural
cnvironment do not accord with human-constructed political chronologies. On
the one hand, extension of sweet clover continued unabated before and after 1949
with the Tianshui Soil and Water Conservation Area, which the PRC government
took over in 1949, and the same expert personnel employed during the 1940s
taking charge of this work. On the other hand, the political and socioeconomic
transformations that occurred during the 1950s greatly accelerated the diffusion
and application of this plant species.

Large-scale extension of sweet clover in the 1950s

In the early PRC period, many industries remained undeveloped and living stan-
dards had not yet returned to prewar levels. Whether to maintain political stability,

The tale of treas:
ensure food security, f treasure grass 19

T eXtract agricultural
of heavy industry, agriculture demanded Sur?lu_m to support the development

e attention, gaiiiay
oritization of water conservancy also promoteq ‘J:‘:mngo;mim Is pri-
oI sweet clover.

flooding and promote agricultural producti
to water and soil conservation work,
By the founding of the PRC in 1949, |oca ex

results had already merged in the process of sweet clover’s introduction A gait

this background, in 1950 the PRC’s Ministry of Agriculture JR¥EES sent eight

people, including Huang Nong 3 # and Zhang Shaofang FR4A%%, to the Experi-

ment Area to gain an understanding of water and soil conservation work *® Local

cadres, who believed that planting sweet clover was a method to address environ-

mental problems, alleviate poverty, and increase agricultural production, spared
no effort engaging in propaganda and seeking support from higher political
authorities. In 1952 personnel from the Ministry of Agriculture went to Tianshui
to purchase 105,000 kilograms of sweet clover seeds and sent them to other north-
ern provinces to carry out experimental planting.** The government had started
to prioritize sweet clover and combine it with the larger goal of increasing grain
production. As a 1958 booklet titled Sweet Clover, edited by the Yellow River
Conservancy Commission, stated,

perience and scientific research

In the Soviet Union research on the cultivation, breeding, and utilization of
sweet clover is most exquisite. In recent years, some scientists have seen it as
an important grass variety for producing fodder and increasing soil fertility in
arid regions in the southwest of the Soviet Union.*!

At a time when PRC leaders emphasized learning from the Soviet Union, scien-
tific workers in China viewed Soviet scientific and technical research as particu-
larly important, and sweet clover garered even greater attention for this reason.
In 1952 Tianshui prefecture drew up plans calling for the planting of sweet
clover on 500,000 mu of land that had been taken out of rotation (funxiedi #&i)
to change fallow land into a grain—grass rotation system.* In 1953 the 'ﬁanshnfi
prefectural government enacted a plan that called for the prefectm'?:f's Longxi,
Tongwei i1, Tianshui, Gangu %, Wushan L1, and Qin’an ﬁj: counties
to plant sweet clover on 100,000 mu of land.® Forkthl;. irnpl’eme;tt;(‘wn&i the
plan, the Longnan Water and Soil Conservation Work Extension Station {Long-
nan shuitu baochi gongzuo tuiguang zhan WREE7K L-ARFF LAFHERRIE) requested
237,000,000RMB from the Yellow River Middle Reaches Management Bureau
(Huanghe zhongyou guanli ju 3] q’ﬁ?ﬁ‘ﬂﬁ)_ﬁ“ seed procurement, tlmizl?gt’
and other expenses.* Even if we consider price inflation during the ele" y Ioc:i
this was no small expense. To further promote extension of swe‘e( t:_o'n't:.l;.i :
governments and the Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Area’s 'SCIT::!L; a:b'
technical personnel established an effective propaganda 5)’5‘3 lh:f IIlCu g!}?ﬁ)
lications, the promotion of models, and main point areas (zhongdiang ;
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The Tianshui Water and Soil Conservation Area stationed work teams on the spot

in main point areas to help with extension effons: In the process of this work, cad.

res recruited activists to foster models and organized other villages to come study
at these sites and then engage in further extension.

Nevertheless, extension work met with many difficulties and setbacks, Taking
one area as an example, Wushan county’s Dengjiabao ¥} 5% was a main poing
established in 1952. When the work team first arrived, however, extension djq
not go smoothly. The populace thoroughly opposed planting sweet cloyer and
believed that “[a]ll the weeds in the fields can’t be hoed up and they tell us to plant
grass. Who's willing to have a lifetime of trouble?” As for the clover seeds that
were distributed, “some stuffed them into cracks in the wall” and “some simply
threw them away.” After much persuasion from local cadres, a villager named 1 ;
Liuwa %758 was willing to plant sweet clover on several mu of infertile Jang

that he had originally intended to give away. The following year, L “harvesteq

3,600 in of kindling and over 400 jin of seeds” and had so much fuel that “even if

[he] burned it for three years [he] couldn’t burn it al]™5 Through these methods

cadres and officials spread propaganda about sweet clover’s good points to wir;
the support of local peasants, and the amount of sweet clover planted increased.
Figure 1.1 shows that the extension of sweet clover was highly effective.

To plant even more sweet clover, the PRC government began to issue annual
extension planting targets. For instance, Qin’an county’s 1953 summary report
stated that Qin’an had an extension target of 10,000 jin of sweet clover seeds.4
Sweet clover planting had become a mandatory top-down mandate. As the area
planted with sweet clover expanded, moreover, the problem of seed supplies
arose along with it. In 1955, for instance, Qin’an issued a directive stating that
the county needed to procure 6 1,000 jin of seeds, and the directive explicitly
made procurement of sweet clover seeds a “political mission” (zhengzhi renwu
EUAEH5).47 Supply and marketing cooperatives served as purchasing agents for
seed supplies, and government cadres at various levels were responsible for pro-
paganda. Seed procurement work conflicted with peasants’ desire to save labor

power for autumn planting, but labor shortages were not serious at the time, so the
contradiction was not acute,

Furthermore, after negotiations with the Soviet Union in 1953, controlling
the Yellow River was included as one of China’s 156 Soviet-assisted projects.
In 1954 Soviet experts carried out investigations of the Yellow River and deter-
mined the location for construction of the Sanmenxia =Fq reservoir.*® To
maintain downstream water conservancy facilities and expand upstream con-
servation efforts, a water and soil conservation campaign was launched in tan-
dem with agricultural collectivization, At this time, the intensity of sweet clover
planting also increased.

Statistical data on seed procurement in Tianshui prefecture from 1952 to 1956
are shown in the following graph (Figure 1.1).% Although the sources of this
information and the statistical methods through which they were compiled are
uncertain, the data from these years illustrate that the overall trend in the exten-
sion of sweet clover was one of expansion and growth,
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Figure 1.1 Seed procurement (kg) in the Tianshui Special area

Source: Drawn by the author,

Indeed, by 1957 sweet clover had already gained national recognition. At the
Second Nationwide Water and Soil Conservation Conference (Dierci quanguo
shuitu baochi huiyi 3% — WA B/K LR €38), sweet clover was “named the
Northwest region’s ‘treasure grass’ (baobei cao W B #)."% In reports given at
the conference, vice-chairman Zhu De 448 and vice-premier Deng Zihui 88 %
called for sweet clover’s continued extension. In that year, The People’s Daily
published a report on sweet clover that stated,

Now sweet clover has already been welcomed by the broad peasantry of the
mountain areas. Many places have already made vigorously extending the
planting of sweet clover an important measure for water and soil conser-
vation, increasing agricultural production, and increasing the income of the

people of the mountain areas.5!

In November 1956, on the eve of the Second Nationwide Water and Soil Con-
servation Conference, vice-premier Tan Zhenlin %lﬁ*’?‘_ heard i;iePOﬁ from Zhao
Mingfu # i, Lt Benshun & 4%/, and Zhang Xiaojie (7S on the progress
of water and soil conservation work in the Yellow River .wate’rshed. Wh!le hsten—l
ing to the report, Tan took an interest in sweet clover and fnqum-:d ;bo;; its .:tngll:::-
production. Tan stated that “areas of severe water and soil loss in ho wld i
na’s Loess Plateau should all plant sweet clover” s_and asserted thf;t a: r\ia:lnil) e
a request to Premier Zhou Enlai /& B3¢ for an airplane to “st; u;irst el s

In line with this directive, “[i]n 1958 Tianshui p_refectm;eﬂfﬁ : :n i
out experiments with planting sweet clover by airplane. b oo :
from the sky could “green barren mountains, fncrease "‘_’fn & impro\’recomei , ;
water and soil, improve the soil, increase grain producti R province‘ls e
livelihoods, which is a great thing!”* After the meeting,
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Conservancy Department (shuiliting 7K F| ) and the Tianshui party committea
(Tianshui diwei K7K#hZ%) resolved to conduct airborne dissemination of Sweet
clover over an area of 3,100 mu, but the experiment yielded negative results in
terms of plant growth.>*

Following the Second Nationwide Water and Soil Conservation Conference’s
propaganda efforts surrounding sweet clover, “it attracted the attention of repre-
sentatives from various areas.”* Not only did the extension of sweet clover move
beyond Gansu’s provincial borders, but seed procurement also became a routine
task in Gansu. As Figure 1.2 demonstrates, the amount of seed procurements in
Gansu steadily increased.” After the 1957 conference concluded, many locales
sent communications to government agencies requesting the dispatch of sweet
clover seeds. Indeed, the transfer of sweet clover seeds made it into a March 1958
edition of The People’s Daily with an article that reported, “Since last winter
Gansu province has already dispatched 2,000,000 Jin of sweet clover seeds to
assist more than ten provinces, including the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Area,
Shanxi, Henan, Shandong, and Jiangsu,™’

A contradiction existed in this situation since propaganda surrounding sweet
clover praised its ability to help peasants solve their problems obtaining the “three
materials™ (sanliao =%}) (fuel, fertilizer, and fodder) and save labor power to
increase agricultural production. During the mid-twentieth century, fuel, fertilizer,
and fodder shortages had emerged in Northwest China due to human destruction
of the region’s vegetation cover. Under these circumstances, peasants often had
to travel great distances to obtain biomass, so cultivation of sweet clover could
decrease their labor burden. Based on interviews with the residents of Dengjiabao
in Gansu’s Wushan county, planting sweet clover on abandoned land near the
village did in fact alleviate this difficulty by shortening the distance they had to
travel to collect fuel.® The contradiction was that once government targets for
procuring seeds were issued, supplying seeds to the state took precedence over
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Figure 1.2 Seed procurement (kg) in the Gansu province
Source: Drawn by the author.
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peasants’ own uses for sweet clover, so the plan

saving labor power. On the contrary, intensifieq
ants’ labor expenditures. This was especially tny,
cultivating sweet clover earliest and therefore g
procurement responsibilities,

During the late 1950s the Bovernment’s prioritizati B
other production targets, grew more and mor]:n::luteu;:??nfp;?‘lrefésglo;: r'f:lke
ple’s Daily reported on Gansu’s plan to extend sweet clover seeds to ei;ht::'n
provinces.* To meet this target, the provincial government increased the price of
sweet clover seeds and conducted political education Wwork among the peasantry
to stimulate production, but its goal was not achieved. By June 1958, Gansu had
already issued documents demanding greater attention to sweet clover seed pro-
curement and increased prices to stimulate production.5

With the launch of the Great Leap Forward in 1958, even more serious difficul-
ties appeared as rural labor power grew increasingly scarce. Smelting steel, con-
structing water conservancy projects, building terraces, agricultural production,
and other tasks arose one after another, so peasants simply did not have time to
attend to sweet clover planting and seed gathering. The drought that struck Gansu
in 1958 also negatively influenced the growth of sweet clover plants and upset
procurement plans.®! In that year, the plan was to purchase 32,000,000 jin of seeds
for export alone, but the total amount of seeds acquired came to only 1,000,000
Jin, so seed procurement efforts ended in total failure. In 1959 the Gansu provin-
cial government learned the lesson from the previous year and decreased pro-
curement targets and started the process earlier to avoid delays in sweet clover
procurement, and the amount of seeds procured increased.®?

t did not promote the goal of
sFed gathering increased peas-
¢ in Tianshui, which had started
houldered most of Gansu’s seed

Sweet clover in the 1960s and 1970s

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, peasants endured a period of hunger a‘nd
hardship. In response to the threat of starvation and the central government’s policy
of encouraging peasants to cultivate household plots after 1961, ru_ral housel}o-lds
enthusiastically reclaimed wasteland to increase production and improve living
standards. The craze for wasteland reclamation adversely affectgd ‘hf’ resulfs that
had been gained during the 1950s by planting sweet’clover. A situation of “wan-
tonly destroying forests to reclaim wasteland, opening land“on steeply mcllTeg
slopes, cutting grasses, and digging up grass roots” emerged. The area on W/ llcte
sweet clover was planted greatly decreased, and by 1962, based on Islnt:cprnpt:.
statistics from the Tianshui region, it had dwindled to only 10,000 mu.* To rectify
this situation, in 1963 Gansu’s Agricultur? and @lmal Hu:sbanaqf;y 2:5::?;“;
(nongmuting 43U A8) issued an urgent notice calling for spring atiore

planting of sweet clover.® g ;

Theriaﬁer, the government relaxed its pohcfes toward rur::l m1g$:h;d z::::
at the same time stressed restoration of economic Crops that h: in line with these
during the Great Leap. Sweet clover’s recovery fell squarely 'lt:li:;d o
policies, as peasants’ enthusiasm for sideline employments revi
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cultivation and diffusion. In addition to selling sweet clover seeds, stalks could
be sold as kindling, the plant was an excellent source of nectar for making honey
that could be sold to increase income, and stalks could be stripped to obtain fibers
to make rope to sell for cash. For this reason, sweet clover held tremendous eco-
nomic value. In 1964, moreover, central government agricultural policy turned
toward establishing stable and high production fields, so increasing use of green
manure became a main point of propaganda in Gansu and elsewhere.% Givyen
sweet clover’s effectiveness as fertilizer, this trend further increased the plant’s
importance.

Archival documents related to sweet clover in Gansu after the start of the Cy]-
tural Revolution in 1966 have not yet been uncovered. But materials from other
regions that grew sweet clover indicate that during this time period sweet clover
was integrated into the radical discourse of propaganda materials. Except for its
application as a green manure crop, sweet clover’s other uses were all criticized
as “capitalist-roader.”’ After the conclusion of the Cultural Revolution, however,
production capacity gradually recovered, and the area planted with sweet clover
increased once again.5®

Even though at the start of this chapter it was mentioned that sweet clover grew

until the 1980s, when its distribution was extremely broad, some other sources
indicate that in the early 1980s the area planted with sweet clover had already
started to decrease. As the 1982 sweet clover conference’s concluding remarks put
it, “This conference of ours . . . has been convened during a ‘low tide’ in which,
over the past few years, green fertilizer area has greatly decreased, and sweet
clover area has also decreased.”® Sweet clover was influenced by the household
responsibility system, which dissolved the agricultural collectives that had served
as the transport and cultivation networks for this plant. In the process of decol-
lectivization, reclamation of uncultivated wasteland also took place.” Changes
in production organization caused the area planted with sweet clover to decrease,
while shifts in village consumption patterns made demand for the plant gradually
disappear. During interviews, villagers” answers to questions about the decline of
sweet clover during the 1980s were noteworthy:

After a few years it got better and better. There were things to eat, and when
there were things to eat there was certainly fuel. When there were things llo
eat, the crops that were planted grew, fuel was plentiful, and there was grain.
Once there was enough to eat, there was everything else as well.”!

Under these conditions of relative abundance, sweet clover no longer held the
importance it once did.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the production of knowledge about plants and how
that knowledge is converted into ecological effects. In that process, the role of
power relations in mediating knowledge conversion carries great importance.
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the com\fination of knowledge about
:t:ﬂ)f entailed relations of power. Fur-

and peasants, cadres and peasants,

From the perspective of state governance
sweet clover and official policymaking cf
thermore, power relations among scienti
and technical personnel and administratj ;
knowledge about sweet clover and m;xgﬁf"&?ulenced the pfoduc!jo“ of
plant was cultivated. e landscapes on which the

The history of sweet clover from the Republican
words, exhibits the influence of power relations on

tal knowledge. From 1942 to 1949, state power dj ;

influence over local ecological pra-::ti<:es.p((;uir:ledlgg:'1 {t)ht: ::&?ﬁ::unmst}“&g

rural poPulace, undfer thn? Chinese Na_tiona]ist regime in the 1940s ru pmcticc; an:!

yang SC'ences Cgmbmed in the extt?nsmn of sweet clover. In the earliest stages of
sweet clover’s introduction, Ye Peizhong’s thought, experience, and beliefs influ-

enced l|'!IS process. But the_dlssemmauun of sweet clover, guided by pursuit of
economic benefits s.md subsistence needs, also added to the knowledge of a small
number of rural residents and endowed them with new skills and techniques. Lack
of state capacity meant that knowledge about the use of sweet clover was not
extended over a wider area. Yet environmental knowledge from the Republican
period persisted in environmental policy after 1949, becoming part of “[s]ocialist
Chinese agriculture’s patchwork of old and new, ecological and chemical, ardu-
ous and labor-saving technologies.””?

In the dissemination of sweet clover after 1949, especially after 1952, social
organization and rural China’s land tenure system underwent tremendous changes,
and the political dimensions of agricultural extension grew even clearer. The results
of practical experience and experimentation with sweet clover plants produced
knowledge that, after 1949, gained state recognition. The importance that radicals
ascribed to popular science also appeared in knowledge about sweet clover. Priori-
tization of mass experience, which was intimately related to state agendas, made
sweet clover continuously take on new uses and functions. To a definite extent,
sweet clover’s multiple uses also reflected the material shortages of the time, as
the state hoped to solve various problems through this multi-use “treasure grass.”

Sweet clover’s importance and its large-scale promotion also made knowledg.e
about this plant spread out along pathways of extension, leading to changes in
peasant knowledge. The Tianshui region’s preexisting agrit_:ultural customs.of
extensive cultivation of unproductive land, unregulated grazing, and not storing
fodder were altered. During the Great Leap Forward, however, the work of pro-
curing sweet clover seeds for state-imposed procurements incressed 1abr INTh.
sity, and the importance of supplying seeds took precedence over peasants’ use
of sweet clover to meet their own needs, wiml the result that extension of sweet
clover did not achieve its originally stated goals. k s

The history of sweet clover shows how a complicated m‘e"“'“l':‘nf:tfgo‘;e: a?md
knowledge constructs multiple roles for different plants. These plants become p;

: s ission, and pla.nts with different
of everyday life via different pathways of transm Yt e
uses become connected to the land in specific ways. Humaus ulse e::imnments.
certain features and attributes and introduce them into particular

period into the PRC, in other
the production of environmen-
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Behind these plants lay systems of knowledge that, with the plants as intermeg;

alter land use and remold the landscape. Sweet clover was only one of the lante
promoted via agricultural extension in socialist China, and agricultural eXleI;:.n‘S
brought the rural populace into contact with many others. The environmenta] 10n
social effects of the extension and transformation of agricultural knmrwle_dge ﬁ.aIld
the Republican era to the post-1949 period demand a more detailed eva]uation°m
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