Past perfect
English Bl

What this topic teaches

The past perfect is had + past participle: the tense for the earlier of two past
events. When a story has two past moments, English needs to say which happened
first.

o When I arrived, the train had left. First the train left, then I arrived. The had
marks the earlier event.

 Chinese solves this with order alone: — the word (already) does the work, and the
verb never changes. English changes the verb form instead.

e Memory hook: the past perfect is a flashback . The story is in the past; the had
jumps one step further back.

o A If there is only one past event, you don’t need it. I ate breakfast v'. “I had eaten
breakfast” with nothing after it is a flashback to nowhere.

The forms: had for everyone

Form Example
statement had + participle She had finished.
negative  hadn’t 4 participle I hadn’t seen it.

question  Had + subject + participle? Had you eaten?

e One form for every person: [ had, you had, she had. No -s, no ego letter, nothing.
The past perfect is the calmest tense in English.

o Short form: d: I'd never seen snow before that day. (Careful: ’d is also short for
would — B2’s problem, not today’s.)

o The participle column from A2 works here unchanged: gone, eaten, seen, been,
written.

The timeline: two events, one order

Earlier event (had + participle) Later event (past simple)

The train had left when I arrived.

I had never tried hotpot before I went to Chengdu.
After she had finished the test she smiled.

When we arrived the film had started.

o Signal words: when, before, after, by the time, already, never..before.

English B1 ¢ 3 Past perfect @



o A If the order of the sentence matches the order of events, the past simple can
carry both: I finished the test and left. The had is needed when the flashback
jumps backwards: I left the room. The test? Oh — I had finished it an hour
earlier.

Watch out: traps for Chinese speakers

A Don’t use it for a single past event. is I have eaten or I ate — not “I had
eaten”. Without a second past event, the flashback has nowhere to flash back to.
A Keep the partner event in the past simple. “When I had arrived, the
train had left” x — double flashback, no present anchor . One had marks the
earlier event; the other event stays simple.

A ’d ambiguity. [’d finished = had finished (or would finished — impossible;
would takes the base form). If the next word is a participle, it’s had.

A Don’t over-flashback in storytelling. Once the time order is clear, return
to the past simple: The train had left at nine. I arrived at nine ten. I sat down.
I cried a little. One had sets the clock; the rest of the story runs forward.

Say it aloud

Tell the story of a small disaster, with one flashback.

o When I got to the station, the train had left. It had left two minutes earlier. The
timetable had warned me. I had not listened.

e I had never failed a test before that Monday. The Monday had other plans.

o Had you ever been late before? — Yes, I had. Once. It had felt terrible. It still
does.
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D.

Check yourself

Answer first, then read the explanation.
1.

When I arrived, the film (start). — had started. The film started first;
my arrival was late to it.
I (never/try) hotpot before I went to Chengdu. — had never tried. The

flashback marks the earlier state.

“When I had arrived, the train had left.” — x — When I arrived, the train
had left. One flashback only.

After she (finish) the test, she smiled. — had finished (or finished — order
is already clear, so both pass; the had is the safe exam choice).
Had you (eat)? — eaten. had + participle, and eat rebels to eaten.



