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This is a true story. Let’s call him Dr. A. He is a child

I psychiatrist. All kids love his office — a nice bright room

[ with plenty of toys, action figures and other things to play

with. There is a table soccer game wedged behind his desk

! and board games are piled up to the ceiling. There are also

I dozens and dozens of puppets, with and without strings,

in every kind of costume imaginable, lined up on a table,

waiting — heads bent, legs dangling — for someone to
| create a story for them.

[ Dr. A believes that the simple joy of
playing is a mirror of a happy childhood,
and his job is to create more
| opportunities for children to play. The
puppets inside his room have the magic
power to touch, soothe and heal the
| young minds. They silently
I remind everyone who
enters the room that Dr. A
| — older, wiser, and with
I some silly tricks — is
more like a friend than a
I psychiatrist who knows how they feel, and is capable of
getting them out of their troubles and leading them into a
happier future.

“It was fun. We made films together,” said a young

man who had a number of therapy sessions with Dr. A

I when he was only a boy of ten. In their first encounter, the
melancholy boy was reeling from the divorce of his

I parents, the abandonment by his father, who moved away
[ and rarely contacted him, and the feelings of rejection that
followed. Dr. A pierced his patient’s bubble of silence by

L staging weekly “shoots” of videos with action figures
[ standing in for real events and genuine feelings. In the
process, Dr. A slowly eased the boy’s pain into the light

l of a miniature video sound stage, and finally set him free.

“Many hurt children are silent,” explains Dr. A, “and
| my grab bag of playthings would help them open up. I use
games, puppets and videos to help them articulate if not
let out what gives them such pain.” As a trained puppeteer,
| he draws on puppetry’s rich repertoire of clowns and sages,
and cloaks therapeutic insights in laughter, reminding
children burdened with sadness of the sheer joy of doing
I something really silly.

Dr. A’s clinic is actually

a therapeutic playground.
One minute he narrates a
fable to the children, the next
he takes a walk with them in
the rain, singing and
laughing. Sometimes he

crafts his therapy plans in

advance. Other times he just improvises. He recalled one
time he could not get a boy to talk after exhausting all
his tricks. He suddenly remembered a puppet show he
had seen and launched into an operatic falsetto: “Talk,
talk, talk. Who needs to talk? I will sing to you until your
head is completely shrunk....” To his surprise, the boy
began to sing. The hour-long session of therapy turned
into an operatic singing class.

No child can resist Dr. A, which is a
good thing given the huge number of
children with traumatic experiences. His
patients are referred to him by
paediatricians, school counsellors, or
for the heartbreaking few, by
hospital staff for patients with
acute mental illnesses. Some of
the children come to him
because they are drowning in
confusion triggered by their
parents’ divorce. Some are
victims of bullying because they
are intellectually or physically different from others. A
few have been suicidal or self-destructive. Dr. A calls
these poor souls stoop-shouldered kids, as they have been
weighed down by their problems and pain. He is there
to lighten their lives.

There was a little girl whose drug-addled mother
never came to see her. Dr. A told the girl that she could
build the car of her dreams, and drive up to visit her
mother anytime she liked, relieving much of the girl’s
pain in her endless wait. He concocts put-downs for
bullies and refers to them as gorillas. He convinced a
brainy boy who dreamt of becoming a palaeontologist
that he would triumph over those who teased him for
having such a bold idea. He told the boy to say to himself,
“Yeah, I'm different. I am really different.” Eventually,
the boy banished the “gorillas” from his mind.

‘Whatever method he uses,
Dr. A is like a magician who can
morph tragedies into jokes and
heal psychological wounds with
the light touch of laughter. A big
kid himself, Dr. A knows how to
make little kids laugh, no matter
what has happened to them. He
once made a special helmet with
an attached marionette for a boy
with cerebral palsy in hospital, so that the boy would be
able to make the puppet dance with slight movements of
his head. Later in the hospital’s lift, Dr. A, standing next
to the boy, heard the disembodied sound of a computerised
voice synthesiser: “Dok-ter A, I love you.”

interested in it,

The very first step towards success in any occupation is to become

William Osler
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Twenty-fourteen marks the centenary of Charlie Chaplin’s
first appearance as The Little Tramp, a bumbling but warm-
P hearted fellow, often unlucky, always plucky, who holds the
@"l : power to make the audience laugh and cry. Hailed as a comic

genius, Chaplin proved that it was possible to “mix humanity
| with humour”, and that a comedian, even without saying a word,
could evoke a response other than laughter.

Chaplin’s slapstick acrobatics made him famous, but the
subtleties of his acting made him great. Unlike television shows
dominated by boisterous veterans of vaudeville, Chaplin’s
comedy demands silence, demands that you watch his facial
gestures and body movements. His jokes are executed with such
exquisite timing and grace that a fall or a kick seems as carefully
choreographed as a ballet.

In City Lights, a story about the misadventures of the
lovable Tramp, who falls in love with a blind girl, Chaplin
achieved a bittersweet quality rarely found in comedies. Thanks
to the Tramp's persistence, the girl recovers her eyesight and
works in a flower shop. In the poetic closing episode, the Tramp
gazes at the girl through the window of the shop. The girl does
not recognise him and falls for a well-groomed man as she
presumes that he is her benefactor. A touch of the hand, however,
reveals that the humble, little chap with torn trousers and a
drooping moustache is her real hero. The emotional weight of
this scene moves many viewers to tears.

"THE KING OF ;
d—‘a fdi:) k _,).( “;"

Chaplin communicated his feelings to his audience with
crystal clarity. Five years after the release of City Lights, the
master of pantomime returned in Modern Times with the same 3
antics, the same frock coat, the same little cane, and most g
importantly the same comic brilliance that had captured the '
world’s imagination. The story begins when the Tramp works
on an assembly line in a huge factory. He is forced to eat by an .
experimental feeding machine which goes berserk. Bowls of h. ’-h
soup are tossed in his face, and the machine grinds
corn into his face and wipes his mouth with an entirely
ineffectual wiper. As he shifts jobs from a shipyard
worker, a department store watchman, to a singing
waiter, he makes one blunder after another. His skills
of juggling a tray full of food among a crowd of
dancing patrons in a restaurant, and his tricks of
dodging nimbly from the cops effortlessly make
many viewers split their sides.

The iconic Little Tramp is an enduring
figure. A century later, he is still instantly
recognisable by his silhouette. A flick of
his cane, a quirk of his brows, or an impish
lift of his toe is enough to make us laugh. With
a sharp comic touch, Chaplin defined and
redefined humour, leaving an indelible mark
on cinema history. He was the King of Comedy.
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Nokanfu, one who washes and prepares dead bodies for
burial, is a job shunned by many in the Japanese society. This was
definitely not the dream job of Shinmon Aoki, the author of
Coffinman, but he became one by a twist of fate. Aoki dropped
out of college, opened a coffee shop, and, with the encouragement
of anovelist, wrote his first story for a classy magazine. He soon
found himself deeply in debt, and was forced to file for bankruptcy
as his wife was giving birth. He did not even have enough money
to feed his baby. So when he saw an employment
advertisement — “For ceremonies to start a new life:
Help wanted” — he jumped at the job. Only when
he started work did he see the stack of coffins.

The book begins on Aoki’s first day as a
nokanfu. The debutant learns that “there’s more to
washing corpses than meets the eye. It’s not just
bathing them. You’ve got to wipe them down with
alcohol, put them in their white ‘Buddha-robes’,
fix their hair and faces.” In the death ritual, the body \
of the deceased is displayed on a mat in front of the
mourners, who kneel together and watch the process of
preparation. Finally the body is placed in a simple wooden coffin.
Every procedure is done with exquisite attention to detail.

In subsequent chapters, Aoki reveals that he loathes this
“filthy” job at first. “I worked frantically, frenzied, fighting off
waves of nausea,” confesses he. After winning the respect from

—

If you think that the contestants of today’s talent shows
make great sacrifices to become famous, you may think again
when you hear the story of the castrati, the operatic stars of
the 18th century. The castrati were male singers, picked out
when they were boys and castrated between the ages of seven
and ten to preserve their soaring and angelic voices.

The castrated boys were sent to conservatories to receive
intensive training. These schools resembled religious
institutions, with strict rules and curfew. Young castrati had to
take long hours of study and musical training specifically
designed to exploit vocal dexterity and breath capacity.

A mature castrato’s voice
was famous for its high pitch and
power — “with the unbroken
voice able to reach the highest
notes, but delivered by the
powerful lungs of an adult male.”
Hailed “as clear and penetrating
as that of choirboys”, the castrati’s
voices had a tremendous emotional impact on the audiences
of the day. The singers travelled around the courts and capitals
of Europe, pulling the crowds wherever they performed.

The castrati were vocal acrobats. They were pioneering
singers in promoting bel canto, beautiful singing. Some of

the families of the deceased, he begins to feel
better about himself through the dignity of his
work, and becomes more sensitive to the meaning
of life. One day while emptying a bucket of water
which has been used to wash a dead body, he catches
sight of a translucent dragonfly filled with eggs flying =~
into the sunset. It dawns on him that life has been
perpetuated “from the past beyond all reckoning.” He
marvels at the unbroken continuity of life when he
sees salmon travel upstream to lay eggs and then die
in autumn. He even finds the maggots infesting a
rotting corpse shining with life.

Over time, Aoki begins to see a glow around
people, the joy in the world, and most of all, the
| insignificance of death. With deep affection and

poetic sensibility, he accepts death as a natural
process, a reality we all have to face. In his eyes,
life and death is a single entity, just like sleet which
is neither rain nor snow, but possesses the characteristics
of both.

--'f

As a memoir, Coffinman is captivating. As a book on
spiritual journey, it is inspiring. Aoki, with “eyes like the clear
blue sky and transparent like the wind”, brings the reader into
aworld of boundless compassion and conveys a refreshing view
of life and death.

them had a range of four octaves, up to ‘a’ or even ‘c’ above
‘high ¢’ in full voice. The audiences marvelled at the vocal
power and range of the castrati who could invent as many
ornamentations as they liked. Sometimes, the conductor of the
orchestra could “take a pinch of snuff” during the long
interludes “before picking up the melody of the original song
again.”

Farinelli was the most celebrated castrato of all. He first
sang in Rome in Porpora’s Flavio Anicio Olibrio, and took the
female lead in Sofonisba by Luca Antonio Predieri. These
appearances won him plaudits from the public. His voice was
so magical that he was hired to cure the depression of King
Philip V of Spain. Legend has it that Farinelli performed an
aria with trumpet obbligato, which evolved into a contest
between the singer and the trumpeter. Farinelli surpassed the
trumpet player so much in technique and ornamentation that
he “was at last silenced only by the acclamations of the
audience.”

Two hundred years on from the rapid decline of this
virtuoso voice type on the operatic stage, the story of the castrati
still thrills us. Nevertheless, no matter how perfect, how
powerful, how sonorous the voices of these gelded stars were,
for us, modern lovers of music, the question lingers: Is it worth
paying such a ruinously high price for such a high voice?
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“Today is 14 March 1915. The nippy spring weather of
San Francisco does little to dampen the ardour of the 50,000
gathering at the fairgrounds of the Panama-Pacific
International Exposition. In one voice, they chant for Lincoln
Beachey, the man of the hour, who is going to try his daring
stunts in a brand-new monoplane that is faster and flashier
than his trusted biplane. We can’t wait to....” Before the
excited radio broadcaster finished his words, a plane glided
across the sky and the crowd broke into loud cheers. And here
begins the story.

Born in 1887, Beachey developed a taste for danger at
a young age. When he was nine, he raced down the steep
Fillmore Hill in San Francisco on a brakeless bike. He soon
graduated to riding motorcycles and tinkering with their
engines. His ambition grew along every death-defying stunt
he pulled off. When he was 17, he moved on to his next
conquest: the skies.

Years before Beachey’s time, Victor Hugo observed:
“What do you see above you? You see clouds and you see
birds...the two fundamental systems of aviation in operation.”
Beachey had the same in mind. He first took to the air in a
dirigible balloon, which allowed him to drift like clouds. But
it was far from soaring like birds. The Wright Brothers’
success in achieving winged flight finally gave Beachey what
he desired.

In a few short years, Beachey
skimmed Niagara Falls, flew under the
steel arch of Honeymoon Bridge, circled
the Capitol, and became the first to fly
upside-down and indoors. He was
famous for his “Dip of Death”, a vertical
dive from way up high with the plane’s
engine turned off and his arms
outstretched before straightening out at
the last second. Heart-stopping dives
aside, he was capable of making the figure eight in the air
without touching the controls. The Congress adjourned twice
just to see him fly. He also discovered how to recover from a
deadly spin and dabbled in plane design. Known as The Man
Who Owns the Sky, he was a superstar. Fancy being a legend?

.m AL fsﬂ’ V7
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Hang on, hero wannabes. Wait till you hear what stunt
flying is all about. On a good day, you climb to thousands of
feet in the air, at which point you pitch the plane down and

PR S
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let gravity take over. The plane goes into a free fall. The
savage headwind batters its flimsy wings. Breathing becomes
laboured. Adrenaline pumps through your veins. You steady
yourself, pull the plane back up and turn it over to fall again
at the top, completing a flawless loop in one fell swoop. You
descend and fly by the grandstand, waving triumphantly to
a rapturous crowd. On a bad day, however, you may not live
to see tomorrow. Aerial somersaults make for a huge crowd-
pleaser simply because they are outrageously dangerous. The
stakes are high. Still want the job? Guess not.

In fact, many had died trying to match Beachey’s skills.
Wives and mothers of young flyers begged Beachey to stop.
And he did, partly because he was distraught by the deaths
of friends and pupils, and partly out of a strong distaste for
the audience’s morbid desire to see him fail. But his retirement
was brief. He jumped back into the fray after a Frenchman
grabbed the headline as the first to perform a loop. Never one
to dodge a challenge, he outdid him with a triple loop a few
months later.

Beachey was no stranger to crashes himself, locking
eyes with death more times than he could remember, but he
would stop at nothing to be among the clouds. “You are
always in some danger,” he conceded, “just the same as when
you are in love.” Poetic for a maverick treading the line of
life and death for a living. Perhaps what he meant was that
he knew deep down that someday his
luck would run out.

That day was 14 March 1915.
Beachey started by performing loops in
the monoplane and felt good about his
new toy. Little did he know that its wings
could not sustain the strain when he
pulled the plane up after flying inverted
at a lower-than-expected altitude. “It’s
incredible. A perfect manoeuvre!...Oh
my gosh. The wings are crumpled,” shouted the radio broadcaster.
The plane hit the water and sank into San Francisco Bay.

Beachey died, not on impact, but from drowning. He
had broken only one leg. He could have survived the accident
had he managed to free himself from the wreckage. Beachey’s
name has since faded away into the annals of time, but his
indomitable spirit lives on through the legacy he left to the
world of aviation.

<l

Pleasure in the job puts perfection in the work,

Aristotle
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In the workplace, people use quite a lot of idioms, 4. We asked the b _ _ _ counters to look at the figures
especially in conversations. They don’t begin a project. in the new budget.
They “get a project off the ground”. They don’t call each 5. This company has ¢ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ the market on
other to discuss progress, they “touch base”. If the project smartphones. They have a very large percentage of
is not going well, they don’t end it. They “pull the plug”. market share.
The following sentences contain some idioms you are 6. When John’s performance was below standard, his

likely to encounter at work. Fill in the blanks with the
most appropriate words. The first letter of each word has
been given to you:

boss told himto s _ _upors_ _ _out.

7. We’re not having a great year, but at least we're in

theb_ _ _ _. We don’t owe anyone any money.
1. When demand is dQWU’ we may be forced to bite the 8. After six months, when the new employee has had a
b_____ and cut jobs. chance to settle in and learn the r _ _ _ _, make a
2. We’ll have a very long meeting today. Those two thorough and honest assessment of how well he is
managers never see € _ _ to e _ _ on anything. It fulfilling the requirements.
doesn’t matter what they discuss, they always 9. There’s no secret negotiation. Our dealings have
argue. always been above b _ _ _ _
3. Let’s keep the b _ _ _ rolling. It’s a good start, but 10.There’re many young actors waiting in the w _ _ _
we’ve still got a lot of work to do. ready to show their talent.

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 9 February 2015. 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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Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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