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When will you say the weather is chilly? For most people
in Hong Kong, they will complain “it’s freezing cold” when the
mercury drops to 10°C. But in Yakutsk, “chilly” means -50°C.
With temperatures hovering around -40°C in the winter months,
the Russian city, located to the east of Siberia, is considered by
many as the coldest city in the world.

There is one rule for those who visit Yakutsk in winter:
don’t stay outdoors for more than 15 minutes even you have
bundled up. This is no bluff. Cold air can easily penetrate even
your double-layered thermal gloves and socks, and numb your
fingers and toes in an instant. Just a five-minute walk to a corner
store could bring you frostbite. When venturing out in the cold,
you are not advised to wear glasses. At -40°C or so, the metal
sticks to your cheeks, and you will find it hard to take your
glasses off.

Shrouded in ice and fog, Yakutsk, home to over 250 000
people, is a city of otherworldly beauty. Against a hazy white
backdrop, fur-clad locals, like snow angels, are often seen scurrying
across streets. During the holiday season, beautifully adorned
Christmas trees shimmer with an array of lights amidst snowflakes
in public squares. To have a rare and brief moment of boisterous
joy outdoors, the Yakuts huddle together in front of the trees, next
to snow-capped bronze statues of legendary figures, which stand
solemnly in the dark, completely unfettered by the cold.

Yakutsk’s cold weather—even by Siberian standards—
makes the city a natural freezer. There is no problem with keeping
food frozen in an open area. At road-side markets, fish are nicely
bundled and arranged on wooden racks like bouquets of flowers
sprinkled with snow. Growing crops is a forlorn hope in Yakutsk
as the entire city stands on hard frozen ground. Fish and reindeer
meat, often served raw, are the main staples of Yakuts. Dairy
products are also widely consumed. Salamat, a creamy sour
porridge made of wheat and butter, is usually eaten on feast days.

Far away from other settlements, Yakutsk is a secluded
world. In summer, when Lena River thaws, people can take a
long boat ride to get there. But for most of the year, the Siberian
city is connected to the outside world by plane, or a road scarily
known as the “Road of Bones.” This road was built in the 1930s
by inmates from labour camps. Many forced labourers died

during the construction, and their skeletons made up part of the
foundations. In the eyes of many, life in Yakutsk is miserable
and gloomy. An old poem has it that: “Fearing the winters /
Endless and icy / Nobody will visit / This wretched country /
This vast prison house for exiles.”

Yet, Yakutsk isn’t as backward as most people think. With
a rich endowment of diamonds and gold, the snow kingdom
maintains a vibrant economy. Also, there are myriad lakes and
rivers in the region. Local folklore goes that the god of creation
flew around the world to dole out riches and natural resources.
When he came to the region near Yakutsk, his fingers grew numb
and he just threw everything away. And that’s why Yakutsk is a
blessed land, despite its extreme weather.

Being long used to the frigid temperatures, Yakuts seldom
grumble about the climate. Perhaps the only inconvenience is
that they have to leave their car engines running for hours to
fight against parts freezing over; gases from exhaust pipes make
the air foggier and cloudier. Otherwise they go about their
business every day. Schools are closed only when it is below
-55°C. When the thermometer hits -20°C, they shout happily,
“It’s a cosy, warm day.” Then with sleeves rolled up, they gather
in parks and the marketplace, chatting as pleasantly as if in warm
spring. What is their secret to enduring the cold? “A few shots
of russki chai—literally Russian tea, which is actually vodka—
can keep us warm and energetic whole day,” they reply.

‘When it comes to what to wear, Yakuts don’t have much
choice. Fur, fur, fur. In the city, almost without exception, people
are dressed in animal hides from head to toe. It is not uncommon
to see women wearing rabbit fur coats, stylish head-hugging
hats of Arctic fox and trendy reindeer boots. Animal lovers’ eyes
will pop out of their heads when they are there. But clothing
ethical issues aren’t the locals’ concern. Survival is.

Yakuts love their city, their culture and their icy surroundings.
The cold weather barely registers in their minds. As they always
say, the bitter winter is perhaps like the long workweek and the
summer the brief weekend. When asked if they want to live
somewhere else, most of them proudly reply, “No. It’s cold here
and the conditions are harsh, but we are fine.”






Brrr! It’s a freezing cold day! Winter is usually mild in
Hong Kong, but sometimes it’s cold enough to make you shiver
uncontrollably. Summer is a different story here, always muggy
with frequent onslaught of unbearable heat waves. Since there
are so many different types of weather, there are many ways
to describe weather conditions. Join us for some language fun
as we dive into a pool of weather vocabulary:

It’s biting cold—We use this expression when it is
extremely cold: It’s biting cold, and I can feel my fingertips
growing numb.

There is a nip in the air—A “nip” is a pinch, not as strong
as bite, so this means “there is a feeling of cold”: There’s
a nip in the air, now that autumn is here, so why not curl
up with a good book to keep warm?

It’s Arctic outside—This phrase is self-explanatory: It’s
Arctic outside, and looks as if it might snow again.

It’s like the dead of winter out there—Dead of is the
period of the greatest intensity of something, and the dead
of winter is “the middle of winter, which is usually
especially cold”: It’s like the dead of winter out there. A
thick layer of ice is formed on the edge of the canopy.

Brass monkey weather—While some people think
“monkey” means the brass trays of a naval ship where
cannonballs used to be stored, others argue that it refers
to the bronze statues of the Three Wise Monkeys. When
the temperature plummets, metal objects, whether trays
or statues, contract. So this humorous phrase is used to
describe nippy weather: I am so sick of the brass monkey
weather. I've been constantly cold for months.
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It’s boiling / sweltering / baking / roasting—People use
these phrases when they complain about very hot weather:
“It’s boiling / sweltering / baking / roasting in here. Can
we open a window?” she said loudly, sounding annoyed.

It’s a scorcher—A scorcher is an extremely hot and sunny
day: It’s a scorcher. The observatory has issued a heat
warning. So don’t stay outdoors too long.

Sultry—The word means “uncomfortably warm and with
air that is a bit wet”: It’s hot, sultry and muggy. Can you
think of any other adjectives that aptly describe Hong
Kong’s summer?

It’s a sizzler—When something such as hot oil or fat
sizzles, it makes hissing sounds. Sizzler is an informal way
of describing a very hot day: It’s a sizzler today. Let’s go
for a dip!

Dog days—This expression means the hottest days of the
year: It’s 38°C outside. We're well into the dog days of
summer.

: CCﬁ;&)J%%ECﬁ%)! ?

PEMER R RN BRI E R ANEE
PR B T SR o B RORT —
I S o

POBRBRARAR R R PR REAE” 2
OETRR IR CHORARART
SR ARAR S RAAMISR ST CEAT) ¢ THEA
20 - AR > MK R > 48 Ny
%i%%}}n AT o ARPRERAR > e

. “ﬁﬁ”%%“ﬁﬁ” ?

PUECT AR S T RAET S AT AR
RO e CECR TN R R T A R R A
B AR A A AN -
CHORTRFRIEEN L IR R
BERT” o B SR BT o R ARG LU
SRR AR N R~
HERRATEER -

m =

=

=



Ao > B ABIZA SRS > A8
PIEWIE S > BEE T o CRIREK - ARR) 514
AR R R AR AR SR A AN
(SR - WOZEIB BE K o SRR IRFAR » T RE U &
TRBRE™ > MR SR > AT R BN TRAE SR
PEAMSANRMOR - BE KB HRKEE
& T ARRFFHNERE o B HERSE > AT
AH e

WP TT B BRI A TEE R KR R B
ARYE 0 b B Hi > AAUKAT DA IR B TR SR - R
PRI B R - AR bR o B Tk > Aaii/bZiE
AN —4E U2 > fE LB AR #AOK ~ K o P77
N BA T B SR - My A R R R AR5 1
K~ UK - A BIR AR MM &k s N e
ZE EfORL > W BN o MR AT A EEN T > A
FET - MM ARG RE RSB TTE—E A R
DEE T NE IR R B K BRI o

FEARR 55 > PG K Z g - B B
Wz o T W18 BB A0 K L R AE GRS i g ) — 35
fF LR LI EMAE . KERER > K%
B TICREFAE TR BT R o e
AL ) > BHT BB » B S (st -
SRR A BBV K SRR AR > 2R IZTR
Lo BN > EHMERE > SAZE? "M
FAE S D HEAT A A B AE B ARG ] - e
A — B = A AR 52 A6 6 9 B A O -

FREE I > HP B AR T E R > AR L R
YRR  WIRA K R BB BT
W BB EEIRTT O o W RSB RO (b
B AP ORI > e S ST
WS (AN AL o SR Al A > ISR R I A5
SATHE B o 7 N I RN A A B SR
TIAEFIZ 77 o @ R RH IR AL I — 4K > B PY

BWHA - IWBHEHEWE > S/l > ML
A BT O o

SHRB 7 AT A BB © 1
2 P R B (e S T e B O
5 B LUBAMAR S0 A B S - e PR
TR - PR RA AR - WA
i — DL 7 10 T A0 o o A 0 6 5 £ 7 4 )
Ko W UMM RO 5 70 )7 A0 5 5 0
b > R PRI KPS AR Y
LS -

B - AR - WA B L
1 o 7 (0 o 36 O ST g > — [l 4
B GURRRIS AR BT AT Bk 257 B 4
R o IF PRI » o ARSI B K
AR T o AR - RIS » R i b
F PR S [ e R o A
WYL AT IELIE AL - A KL B -

P77 B SR EBORIE T SRR TR M F FH
R RFE A RRBLARTEMPT OB A SRR » P 7 AL
ZEY - ERER - BYIRZ R E F IR R
b RUCE R AR - SN > BrRIAEPY Y
Mg b o b s URAE PO A - EAR RS A A4
Gy 5 R e

RS LB AR - B2 AE S > AT 5 R A
HE NS IZ BB T NHIZ B BE - AVEIR 2
R IEIR - BEER - RAWIE > B o SR
CHLAE AR e T BRI > JEMIEIE T 10 B
ot WY 2 SR 6 ZH T R BE - R BB U I ) B A
o MBI BV GRGRT > KIRIEY G KT
B o HUE - W AAVEYHE T DL NTERE =R > LR
Ak WESE > MEETRRE =2 LRRIER L
LR e



If the above title has caught your eye, it has done the trick.
This is a so-called oxymoron, where contradictory words are
put together, often intentionally to impress. Don’t get me wrong.
This is not an article on abstruse linguistics, but just a casual
sharing of some motley things I find interesting.

Oxymorons are commonly found in films, songs and books,
epitomised by familiar titles like Back o the Future, “The Sound
of Silence”, The Power of Thinking Without Thinking, etc. They
are intended to create a dramatic effect to arouse the interest of
the reader or audience. A theory has it that humans have a natural
tendency to make sense of things—a genetic trait for survival—
and anything that appears to defy our common sense would grab
our attention.

The title of this article was inspired by the philosophical
theme—*"“there is no secret ingredient”—expounded in the
animated film Kung Fu Panda. Although the film title is not an
oxymoron, the story itself is oxymoronic: a large, lumbering
panda which seems too clumsy to learn martial arts finally
becomes a kung fu master. Apart from these examples, I am
eager to share with you a less commonly known one—Stationary
Traveller. This oxymoron is in fact the title of a concept album
by the English rock band Camel, released a few years before the
fall of the Berlin Wall.

As you browse through the Internet, you may notice that
oxymorons are more common than you think. They are one of
the devices used now and then in advertisements and news
headlines to gain attention. Yet, oxymorons are also found in
literature, such as the classic line “parting is such sweet sorrow”
in William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. They are also found
in the Bible (“the last shall be first, and the first last”) and in Zen
teachings (“everything is emptiness; emptiness is everything”).

Oxymorons are also ubiquitous in our daily lives, though
many of them may not really be meant as funny or satirical. We
just use them as stock phrases, without much thinking about
their prima facie incongruity. For instance, we have no qualms

about “original copy”, “same difference”, “never again”, “click
the start button to shut down”, and so on.

If you are analytical (or trying to be so, like me), you may
discern that oxymorons often comprise a deliberately chosen
modifier (such as an adverb) to create the illusory contradiction.
For example, if you replace “pretty ugly” with “very ugly”, or

“constantly varying” with “always varying”, the illusion will be
gone. Other oxymorons serve to widen the meaning of the subject
word, like “open secret” (“secret” is extended to cover something
which is open to everyone), “virtual reality”, and “no comment
is a comment”. Do they ring a bell?

Certainly there are oxymorons which are more than sheer
wordplay. They reflect a mixed or confused state of emotion or
matter, like “love hate” or “bittersweet”. Take myself for
example.  have had a deep, inexpressible bittersweet experience
raising my children. Similarly, “order in disorder” is not a fancy
notion but the essence of the chaos and complexity theory. The
theory seeks to study the order that emerges from random
interactions of all kinds, from predicting shopping habits and
weather forecast, to emergence of consciousness. Incidentally,
the title of an introductory book on the subject is oxymoronic:
Simply Complexity.

Many other oxymorons are just as intriguing or thought-
provoking. Take a look at the following:

* Do nothing, and everything will be done—does this
saying of Lao Tzu really work?

* The biggest lesson in history is that humans never learn
from history—sad but true.

¢ Absence of evidence is not an evidence of absence—does
it sound like Sherlock Holmes?

 Saying nothing is saying something—watch out...should
I say or should I not say?

 Every climax is an anti-climax—paradoxical?

* Disconnect to connect—go offline to talk to people right
in front of you.

* Less random to look more random—this reminds me of
the shuffle modes of music players. Are they really
random? Or just seemingly random?

Arguably, some of the above examples may be more of an
antithesis (with contrasting ideas) than an oxymoron (with
conflicting ideas). They are anyway included for their appeal in
one way or another.

So finally, we have “less is more”, and I will leave it to you
to explore your favourite oxymorons or create your own.
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As temperatures rise and fall, catchphrases like “Blimey! It’s nippy!” and “Bit warm out, isn’t it?”” echo off the walls of offices, shopping
malls and supermarkets. Weather is an interesting topic of conversation. How much do you know about it? Take our quiz below.

The heat index is a combination of two things. What are they?

What is the name of the condition suffered by people with an
irrational fear of snow?

In the 1890s, an American physicist discovered that air
temperature could be determined by counting the chirps of an
insect. What was the insect?

Where do slugs usually go in winter?

Why are hot days sometimes called the “dog days of summer”?

How many times a year does the sun set and rise at the North
Pole?
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“Phew! What a scorcher!” Apart from referring to a hot day, a
scorcher was used to describe a woman. What kind of woman
was it?

There is a six-letter adjective that describes something pertaining
to winter. It starts with “h” and ends with “I”. What is the
adjective?

The maximum number of possible hours of sunshine in one
year is approximately 4 380. But the Norwegian town Rjukan
is shrouded in the shadow for quite a long period in a year. How
long is the period?

A much-loved bear in children’s literature finds himself left
outside on a frosty day, and ends up blanketed by snow before
being rescued. What is the name of the bear?

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310,
High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 20 February 2019. 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 Board

will have the final say on the answers.
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