THE CLAY MARBLE

by Minfong Ho

Background Information

On January 1, 1975 the Khmer Rouge (Cambodian communists) led by Pol Pot began surrounding the government of Premier Lon Nol of Cambodia. On April 17, 1975 they captured Phnom Penh, the capital and ordered everyone to leave all major cities. Anyone who resisted was killed. Approximately 2.5 million marched into the countryside and one million of these people died from starvation and overwork. In the early 1980's the Vietnamese attacked Cambodia. Most people, like the family in this book, suffered enormously as they were torn away from their homes and forced into refugee camps. Some escaped by boat to foreign lands. Many stayed and eventually returned to their homes to start life anew. 

The Author

Minfong Ho was born in 1951 in Rangoon, Burma. He attended Tunghai University and after moving to the United States, graduated from Cornell University in 1973. He works as a journalist and a writer. His knowledge of the refugee camps on the Thai-Cambodian border is first hand, for he worked there in the 1980's. He hopes his books will help young Americans understand Asian youth and culture.

Themes

    * Family and the support it gives is a very important part of the Cambodian culture.

    * Friendship can give enormous strength and support.

    * It takes great courage to follow your own beliefs and to do what you know is right.

    * The ability to hope for a better life can sustain one even under the most miserable conditions.

    * One can have the courage and strength to persevere even in extremely adverse  circumstances.

Open-Response Questions to Consider Throughout the Reading

    * Based on what evidence in the book is family and support an important part of the Cambodian culture?

    * In what way does friendship give strength to the Sarun? Use examples from the text to explain your answer.

    * How does courage help sustain people even under the most miserable circumstances? Use examples from the book to illustrate your answer.
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Chapters 1 - 4

1. How do Dara and her family feel as they leave home and set off for the unknown camps?

2. Nea and her family are very gracious and hospitable to Dara, Sarun and Mother. Why is Nea's hospitality so important to them?

3. What is your first impression of Jantu? Would you like to have her for a friend?

4. Dara can't think of anything better or more rewarding than getting a free meal. Has she changed since we first met her? Use specific examples in your answer.

5. Sarun dreams about returning home to plant the precious rice seed. Do you think, at this point in the story, that he will soon realize his dream? Why or why not?

6.  At the very end of Chapter 4, what does Dara mean when she says: "I felt a quiver of anticipation and joy so strange to me than it was a while before I recognized it for what it was: a sense of hope."? Why does she feel this way? What does this sense of hope mean to her?

7. Have you even taken a very long journey? Can you remember how you felt? Were you eager or impatient? Put yourself in the place of either Sarun or Dara. As one of these characters, write or talk about how you would feel after traveling nine days and meeting a stranger with an ox cart filled with rice seed and garden tools.

8. Would you have been as gracious and hospitable as Nea in a similar situation? Relate an instance in your life that called for hospitality. Explain how you made someone feel comfortable and welcome in an awkward situation.

9. Imagine yourself waiting in line with hundreds of other children for a bowl of rice and squash stew. What would you be thinking and feeling? How would you behave?

10. Picture yourself in a refugee camp of 40,000 people. What kinds of things do you imagine yourself doing to keep busy and to keep your hopes up? Describe a typical day in a refugee camp.
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Chapters 5 - 8

1. Jantu is a great storyteller. What role do stories play in the lives of the people in this book? Why is storytelling so important to them?

2. Jantu forgives Chnay when he breaks her newly made dolls. What does her ability to forgive tell us about Jantu?

3. What kind of a person is Chnay? Why do you think he destroys Jantu's creations? Support your answer with details from the story.

4. In Chapter 5, Jantu says, "The fun is in the making." What does she mean by this? Do you agree or disagree with her?

 5. Jantu tells stories and sings songs her mother sang to her. She is carrying on the oral tradition. How important to a family or a culture is an oral tradition?

  6. Sarun wonders how soldiers can "fight for peace." He sees this as a contradiction in terms. He does not want to become a soldier. Tell why you agree or disagree with Sarun's position.

 7. Dara does not want to leave despite the shelling. She wants to bring the dolls with her. Jantu tells her: "It's only what you can bring inside you that really matters." What does she mean by his?

 8. Jantu makes another magic marble, telling Dara that if she believes, the marble will help her. What does Jantu mean by this? What kind of magic does Jantu believe in?

 9. Jantu and Dara talk about families - real families and "left-over" families. Describe what the word family means to you.

 10. If you had been with Dara and Jantu when they passed the crying children, what would you have done?

 11. Baby is wounded and Jantu goes with him to the hospital. Jantu tells Dara to find the families. Would you be able to search for your family in such a situation. How would you do it?
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Chapters 9 -12

1. Alone, Dara finds the lunch truck, but no one is waiting there. The village is gone. Doll fragments are scattered. Dara sits down at the stone and cries. How will she find the strength and courage to go on?

2. How do Dara's feelings toward Chnay change? Why is she now able to understand him better? Use references to the text to explain your answer.

3. Dara speaks up and boldly answers the leader when he accuses her of stealing food. Would she have been able to do this at the beginning of the story? How has Dara changed? What experiences made her change? Use examples from the book.

4. In return for Chnay's help in looking for Sarun, Dara feeds Chnay, but she doesn't have faith in him. Is she justified in her feelings? Why?

5. Trust begets trust. Friendship begets friendship. Respect begets respect. With these sayings in mind, discuss Dara's relationship to the ______and her new relationship with Chnay.

 6. Lost, Dara finds herself in extreme circumstances. How does she handle herself? Where does she find inner strength and courage to keep going? How does her clay marble help her?

 7. How do you handle disappointment and failure in your life? Is there something you have that you think brings you good luck? What is it and how does it help you?

 8. Chnay tells Dara, "I wouldn't lie to you, not even for cabbage stew and salted fish every night." Should Dara trust Chnay? Would you? Why or why not?

 9. Dara sees Sarun and finds her mother. Write a dialogue for Dara and her mother at this emotional reunion.
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Chapters 13 - 18

1. Saran, who hated fighting, is now a soldier recruit. Using examples from the book, explain how and why he has changed using references from the story.

2.  Dara takes on more responsibility as she prepares the ox carts for the journey home. Based on what evidence in the book do you think her values changed? How has her position in the family changed? What caused these changes?

3.  Dara and Jantu feel differently about Duoic, the young amputee in the hospital. How does each feel? How and why are their feelings different? Give specific reasons from the story.

4.  Why is Sarun more concerned with the flag-raising ceremony than with Jantu's plight? What do you learn about Sarun?

5.  Most cultures teach that the man is the head of the family. Is this always so? What are we seeing as Dara stands up to Sarun?

6.  What is significant about Dara making her own magic marble? What are the implications?

7.  Why does Chnay give Dara a cowbell he has made? How has he changed?

8.  In Chapter 18, Chnay tells Dara he has made friends with the monOpen-Response   . How does this help Chany?

9.  Have you ever been in a hospital? How did your visit compare with what Nea and Dara saw? Using example, compare and contrast the two.

10.  When Dara and Jantu come to the fork in the road they do not know which way to go. Have you ever been in a similar situation? What did you do? How did you come to a decision. Explain the situation and your response to it.

11.  In Chapter 16 Jantu tells Dara, "You've got to believe in yourself." Do you believe in yourself? Use examples as you explain your response.

POST-READING PROJECTS

Art and Drama Suggestions
    * Make a set of figures like the ones Jantu made. Use them to tell a story or a folktale.

    * Draw or paint a picture of a scene in the story that you found particularly moving.

    * Write a script for a scene in the story and act it out with your friends for the class.

Writing Suggestions
    * Which character in The Clay Marble do you think is the most courageous? Make a character web and write a character sketch explaining why you think that character is courageous. Use examples from the story in your writing.

    * Jantu, Dara and Sarun are important characters in The Clay Marble. If you could use one as a model, which one would you choose? Write an explanation of why you would like to be like that person and what you admire about her or him.

    * Friendship is a major theme of the book. Do you have a close friend? What makes this person so special to you? Write a description of your friend, why you choose this person as a friend and what you like to do together.

    * Write a review of The Clay Marble for publication in The Las Vegas Sun. Remember that your purpose is to interest other young people in reading the book without revealing the whole plot. What would you say to pique their interest?

Activities

    * Storytelling is an important aspect of the Cambodian culture. Jantu is an especially good storyteller; she knows many folk tales and takes great pleasure in re-telling them. Have you heard any stories about your family, your country or your that you would enjoy re-counting to your friends? Could you tell one?

    * Learn more about Cambodia and the conflict discussed in this book. Then do some research to learn about Cambodia's cultural rich history..
