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Every man should be born again on the first day of January. Start with a fresh page.

“Five, four, three, two, one.” Millions of voices unite to
count down the final seconds of the year as the New Year’s
Eve Ball descends. Revellers cheer, hug and kiss each
other under showers of confetti. Crowds gather in plazas,
on river banks and around harbours, looking up at the sky
and waiting excitedly for the moment to come. Fireworks
explode. Colours burst, fly and splatter, brightening up the
dark night. Amidst a cacophony of car horns, boat whistles
and church bells, the new year is here.

“Let’s drink a toast. Here’s to health, peace and
prosperity!” With clinks of champagne glasses, party-goers
sing a rousing chorus of Auld Lang Syne. This timeless New
Year’s Eve song, though often sung out of tune and with
improvised lyrics, is a nostalgic expression of friendship and
love, bringing us back to our good old days when we shared
happy moments with our family and friends. We drink ‘“‘a
cup o’ kindness” with our loved ones and look forward to
better days in the year ahead.

When the clock strikes midnight, many of us happily
believe that this will be a year with fabulous stories — we will
find true happiness, meet someone who will make a difference
in our lives, or learn how to slow down and relax. When we
look back on the year behind us, however, we would find that
life trundles along pretty much as before, with ups and downs.
But we still believe that it is the wish we make on New Year’s
Day, more than any other day, that turns our dreams into
reality. New Year brings hope, and we thrive on hope.

The beginning of the year gives us the opportunity to have
a closer look at ourselves and reassess what we want to be. It
is the time to start afresh with a clean slate. So, year after year,
we make New Year resolutions — to take a thirty-minute brisk
walk five days a week, run a marathon, quit smoking, or lose
weight, to name just a few. Year after year, many of us fail to
keep them. Yes, it is disappointing that we have finished only
one-third of a marathon, or have only lost three pounds instead
of a stone. Yes, it is hard to resist tempting tiramisu or the urge
to idly surf the web. It seems we are always fighting a losing
battle.

— Henry Ward Beecher

Actually, it would be much easier for us to stick to
our resolutions by doing something achievable. For couch
potatoes who may find taking a stroll a challenge, finishing
a marathon is not an ambitious resolution but an impossible
mission. Doing some simple exercises, like stretching arms
and legs on a couch, may perhaps suit them better. Keeping
a New Year resolution is not easy. So, if you have stuck to
one, say having successfully cleared the clutter of a drawer,
treat yourself to a mug of steaming hot chocolate. If you
have resolved to be a nicer person, buy yourself a small gift
after enduring a boring dinner gathering without insulting
anyone.

Don’t give up even if your resolutions have run out of
steam in March. Give it another go. Great things cannot be
accomplished in one day. Resolutions are set in one day, but
achieved with a myriad of small steps throughout the year.
Making New Year resolutions at the beginning of a year is
only a starting point.

What if we cannot follow through despite repeated
rounds of efforts? Take it easy. The important thing about
this annual goal-setting event is not to chalk up how many
things we have accomplished but to prove to ourselves that
we are not fated by circumstances, and that we can make
choices to change ourselves. Life has a funny way of letting
us know what we are and who we are. It is from our actions
to make our resolutions a reality that we learn and grow.
Most importantly, no matter our plan succeeds or not, we
have at least tried.

Whatever we do to usher in the new year, be it in
a boisterous or quiet way, we all share the wish that we
will become a better person and have better days in the
coming year. So, every day in the year ahead, let us fill our
champagne glasses with joys, hopes and dreams, and drink
to our heart’s content.

Happy New Year!
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Please read the following passage aloud and mark
where the stress should fall on the words in italics:

The five words in italics are commonly used in
our everyday life but some people make mistakes
in stressing the syllables. Except for the word
“committee” /ko'miti/, whose second syllable should be
pronounced louder and longer, the other four words are
all stressed on the first syllable: “tentative” /'tentatrv/,
“triangle” /'trarengl/, “hamburger(s)” /hemb3:ga(r)(z)/
and “mechanism” /'mekonizom/.

Word stress, or the emphasis given to certain
syllables in a word, is a key to understanding spoken
English. Stressing the wrong syllable can very often
cause misunderstanding. While native speakers learn
syllabic stress naturally, some non-native speakers,
probably because of interference from the intonation
patterns of their mother tongue, put the stress on the
wrong syllable of certain words.

In words with multiple syllables, there may be
more than one level of stress. While one syllable
is always pronounced most prominently (i.e.
primary stress), another syllable may have a kind of
intermediate stress though not as strong as the primary
stress. This is called “secondary stress”. For example,
the word “economic” /itke'npmik/ or /eko'npmik/.
The primary stress is clearly on the third syllable ([np]),
but the first syllable ([iz] or [e]) also has more stress
than the other syllables.

Word stress may change with parts of speech. For
words that can be used as both nouns and verbs, the
nouns usually have the stress on the first syllable while
the verbs are stressed on the second one:

suspect /'saspekt/ suspect /sa'spekt/

increase /mkrizs/ increase /m'krizs/

record /'reko:d/ record /rr'ko:d/
insult /'tnsAlt/ insult /in'sAlt/
conduct /'kpndakt/ conduct /kon'dakt/

Although there are some general patterns of word
stress in multi-syllabic words, we cannot rely on them
totally because there are many exceptions. In fact,
word stress must be learned as an integral part of the
pronunciation of a word by, for example, listening to
how native speakers pronounce it.

Now, another quiz. In each of the following,
which option — A or B — correctly reflects the word’s
primary stress?

1. access (verb) 'ekses xk'ses

2. access (noun) 'zekses xk'ses

3. consultative konsal'tertrv kon'saltotrv
4. preparatory pri'paratri prepa'rextri
5. comparable kom'parabl 'kpmparabl
6. preferable 'prefrabl pr1'ferabl
7. patrol pa'trasl '‘petrosl
8. petrol pe'tral "petral

Check out the answers at the end of this article.
Each correct answer is awarded one point. How many
did you get?
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The best of all gifts around any Christmas tree: the presence of
a happy family all wrapped up in each other.

Burton Hillis

Going Upst\‘ez'(o

When you sing the words “everybody knows a
turkey and some mistletoe help to make the season
bright”, have you ever wondered why mistletoe
could work magic? Why is it a tradition to hang
the shrub under the doorway during the holiday
season? Do you know why a man and a woman
are obliged to kiss under the plant?

The myths about mistletoe are many. The
Norse mythology has it that Balder, the god
of light and truth, told his mother, Frigga, the
goddess of love and beauty, that he was haunted by
the nightmare of his own death. Alarmed by her son’s
dream, Frigga sought assurance from all the elements in the
nine worlds save mistletoe not to harm her son. However,
Loki, the trickster god, came up with an evil plan. He made
a dart with poisonous mistletoe and tricked Hod, Balder’s
blind brother, into shooting the arrow to kill Balder. Each
of the elements tried in vain to restore the life of Balder.
Grieved over the loss of her beloved son, Frigga cried and
her tears changed the red berries of mistletoe to white,
miraculously raising Balder from the dead. To express her
gratitude to those who had helped her get back her son,
Frigga kissed everyone who walked under the mistletoe.

Mistletoe also promised that it would never do bad
deeds again.

Another legend about mistletoe originates
from Britain. A long time ago, the Druids,
priests of an ancient religion, believed in the
magical power of mistletoe. They cut the
branches of the plant into many sprigs and doled
them out to the people, who hung them over

doorways to ward off evil. Without roots, and

3 ..’ therefore with no connection to the earth, mistletoe

was considered sacred. The Celts believed it could

not only make humans and animals fertile, but also heal
diseases and protect people from witchcraft.

Mistletoe is also a symbol of peace, harmony and
joy. In the past, enemies who happened to meet under trees
bearing mistletoe were supposed to lay down their arms,
embrace and stop fighting until the next day.

In observing the age-old custom of smooching under
the mistletoe, a man should remove one berry after kissing a
woman. When all the berries are gone, there is no more kissing.
It is said that a couple who kiss under the mistletoe will ensure
themselves of a happy marriage and a beautiful life.
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The highlight of a birthday party is blowing out
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candles on the birthday cake after making a silent wish. It

is said that those who can blow out all the candles with one
puff will be blessed with good luck. In ancient Greece

worshippers placed on the altar moon-shaped honey cakes
lit with tapers as offerings to Artemis, the goddess of the
R R

moon, on her birthday, believing that t’he candle flame had
the magic power to deliver their wishes to the goddess

No birthday party is complete without the blessings of
our loved ones. What makes our birthdays special is not that
people buy us drinks and feed us cakes, but that we can have a
happy time with someone we cherish. While not many people
may know the exact origin of the birthday party, the joyous

celebration and the good wishes of our family and friends
continue to make our birthdays sweet and memorable



It was five days until Christmas
and the shops in the bustling Place
Saint-Michel were festooned with
garlands and tinsel. Lit up by
twinkling lights, the plaza looked
particularly romantic. Sightseers,
carried away by the festive ambiance,
took endless snapshots of the iconic
Saint-Michel Fountain. It started
to drizzle. They rushed awkwardly
across the plaza with souvenir bags
clutched in their hands and cameras

It was freezing. Sean looked
around outside the restaurant. The
Place Saint-Michel, enveloped by the
December chill, was still thronged
with people. Sean stood in the plaza,
blaming himself for his shyness and
forced nonchalance.

With his muffler pulled up round
his face, Sean walked back to the hotel
under the dark sky, with the face of the
girl on his mind. “I will definitely ask
her name when I see her next time,” he

dangling on their chests. Sean was
sitting snugly by the window in a
cosy restaurant, sipping his favourite
dark coffee and reading a Paris map.
He looked out through the clouded window pane and saw
an Asian girl with short hair wiping her face under the
red canopy of a patisserie. Sean leaned forward to have a
closer look. But she had vanished.

Sean felt a tinge of loss, and was wondering where
the girl had gone, when he was startled by a loud bang.
He raised his head and saw the girl, clad in a dark blue
flannel overcoat, apologising to the waiter at the entrance
for her blunder. Sean looked at her mud-stained sneakers
and giggled. He then quickly lowered his head, fearing
that he might be discovered.

The girl took a window seat near the entrance, facing
Sean, who, probably under the influence of the laid-back
French melody playing, felt a strong urge to know more
about her.

“Gargon, un café noir, s’il vous plait,” said the girl in
a beautiful voice.

“That’s interesting. She also likes dark coffee.” Sean
said to himself.

The girl noticed Sean and smiled.

“You are a tourist?” asked the girl.

“Yes and you?” asked Sean.

“Yes, it’s the first time I’ve been in Paris.”

“I thought you lived here because you spoke beautiful
French.”

“You heard what I said? I must have spoken too
loud.”

Realising that his attention to her had been discovered,
Sean blushed. The girl smiled at him again. The drizzle
had stopped and the girl had finished her coffee. She picked
up her overcoat and walked to the door. Before leaving, she
suddenly turned back and warmly said “Au revoir” to Sean,
who knocked over the coffee cup on the table when he was
about to stand up to say good-bye.

-_

Image acknowledgement:
Painting by Eugene Galien-Laloue

said to himself. Awakened by an angry
car horn, he found himself standing
in front of a shop in which arrays of
wooden toy soldiers in red uniforms
were neatly displayed. That reminded him of the large
collection he once had when he was a little boy. He went
inside.

“Monsieur, c’est fermé! 1It’s closed!” said the shop
assistant.

“Une minute, s’il vous plait,” Sean promised to be
quick and swiftly picked up a tiny wooden soldier on a
shelf. The shop assistant frowned. Sean gazed at the
exquisite painting behind the shop assistant while she was
wrapping the toy for him. “Mademoiselle, we’re closed
today. Come again tomorrow,” shouted the shop assistant
impatiently. “What a pity!” replied the girl who was about
to come in. “That voice. Oh, oh it’s her.” Sean quickly
turned around. Yet he saw no one — only the door closing
with the ring of a bell. He rushed outside and the strong
wind blew against his face.

It started raining
again. Covering his
head with the paper
bag in which his toy
soldier had been safely
put, Sean dashed
forward, wanting to
take shelter under the
canopy at the café
not far away. He ran
so fast that he almost .
slipped. Feeling an immense chill, he rubbed his
hands and tapped his feet as he stood under the canopy,
inadvertently hitting someone behind him. He turned
around and saw the back of a girl in a blue flannel
overcoat. His heart leapt. Slightly irritated, the girl turned
her head and found a young man standing there, bewitched
like someone under a spell. Much amused, she said with a
playful tone, “It’s you again.”

“Yes, it’s me again,” answered Sean, stupidly holding
the half-torn paper bag in the rain.

* This is a contribution from an Official Languages Officer.
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~ ( Festivals™
Trivia

To see a place, we may make a tour; to know its culture, we can look into its festivals. Customs and rituals tell much about
a culture, and shed light on its values. How much do you know about the festivals around the world? Can you answer the

following questions?

1. When it is midnight in Spain on New Year’s Eve, what do people
do each time the clock chimes to bring good luck?

a. Make a wish
b. Say a prayer
c. Eat a grape

d. Take a sip of champagne

2. In Ecuador, what is burnt in public on New Year’s Eve to ring out
the Old Year?

a. Bonfires

b. Pine trees

c. Newspapers of the past year

d. Effigies of events and people from the past year

3. Instead of chocolate and flowers, traditionally what did a man give
to his lover on St. Valentine’s Day in the past?

a. A pair of gloves b. A handkerchief
c. Aring d. His hat

4. What is the origin of the name Easter?
a. The Bible
b. The story of the three magi
c. A pagan goddess of springtime and fertility
d. A town in Jerusalem

5. On the J. aganese Boys’ Day or Children’s Day, what is hung outside
the house

a. Japanese iris
c. Teru teru bozu dolls

b. Carp streamers
d. Warrior dolls

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room

. Who wrote about the festival of San Fermin, or the Pamplona bull

running, in his book, and made the fiesta famous throughout the world?
a. Scott Fitzgerald b. Mark Twain
c. James Joyce d. Ernest Hemingway

. As the superstition goes, seeing a spider on Halloween means:

a. arelative will bring you good luck soon.

b. a deceased relative is protecting you.

c. the family is having a baby in the next year.
d. your grandfather will visit within a week.

. In Charles Dickens’s novel A Christmas Carol, the miser Ebenezer

Scrooge becomes much more loving and compassionate after
the visit of some spirits on Christmas Eve. What does he do on
Christmas Day then?

a. He goes to Father Jacob for confession.

b. He thanks Marley’s ghost for enlightening him.

c. He sends a prize turkey to the impoverished Cratchits anonymously.
d. He donates a large sum of money to the orphanage.

. The figure Santa Claus is modelled on a benevolent bishop renowned

for his generosity in giving presents to the poor. What is the name of
the bishop?

a. Saint Clarkes
c. Saint Michael

b. Saint Claudius
d. Saint Nicholas

10. In the famous poem about Santa Claus, "Twas the Night before

Christmas, which of the following is NOT one of the eight

reindeers pulling Santa’s sleigh?

a. Comet b. Cupid
c. Prancer d. Rudolph

2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 14 February 2012. Watch out for our
coming issue to see if you get all the answers right and, better still, if you are one of the lucky five to win a prize. The Editorial
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