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A spring day in 1943, Dorothy

Vaughan, a mathematics teacher, walks

into the town post office in Farmville, in

the hope of finding an odd job to earn extra

money. Itisin the midst of World War II. With

men being drafted into the military services, the

United States is in dire need of labour. The town post

office is replete with job bulletins. A word in one of

them catches Dorothy’s eye: mathematics. The

National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA)

in Langley, Virginia seeks mathematicians, more

commonly known as “computers”, to crunch numbers for

its engineers. Dorothy files an application but does not

hold out much hope of getting employed since the

positions are mainly meant for white women and she is

black. Much to her surprise, she is hired. This is how

the real-life story in Margot Lee Shetterly’s Hidden
Figures unfolds.

Langley is far away
from Farmville. A wife
and a mother of four,
Dorothy finds it painful
to leave her family. But the
rate of $2,000 per year, more
than twice the annual salary she
earns as a teacher, is too attractive
to let go. She accepts the offer.
During the time when segregation
laws are in place, discrimination is
palpable everywhere. In commuting
to work by bus every day, Dorothy is
only allowed to sit at the rear and must surrender her seat if a
white patron demands it. Atthe NACA, she must work in the
segregated West Area Computing Room. The black
mathematicians are also made to sit together in the cafeteria
at a table marked with a sign that reads “Coloured Computers”.

In a world where discrimination prevails, targets of
prejudice are always deprived of opportunities. But sometimes
the door will open for you if you continue to knock, and if you
are good enough. Dorothy’s flawless work has impressed her
boss, and she is finally made a permanent employee. Even so,
she still finds it hard to climb up a higher rung on the ladder as
top posts are without exception reserved for her white

counterparts. A chance comes when the deputy head of the

computing division passes away. She is asked to fill the role.

Yet, no matter how brilliant she is, for nearly two years, she
remains the acting head.

In the post-war era, the military plans to hire a
number of qualified mathematicians to help them

develop supersonic fighter planes. Mary Jackson,
also a black woman, joins Dorothy as a

computer in 1951. At that time, slowly but
surely, racial integration is taking place
at the NACA. But inequality is not

completely absent from the organisation. Once,

Mary is accused by the white chief officer of

making a mistake in her calculations. Certain that the

chief officer is wrong, she uses her skills to prove to him

that she is right. Her courage to stand up for herself inspires
other black computers to stand their ground in the face of
seemingly insurmountable odds.

Katherine Johnson, another competent black
mathematician, comes to Langley in 1953 to work in the Flight
Research Division. Once again, the NACA reveals itself to
be a place where prejudice persists. On the first day in her
new office, Katherine is snubbed by a white male colleague
when she greets him. Undeterred by the man’s rudeness,
she reassures herself that in order to survive, she has to
remain tough. Soon her abilities are recognised by her
supervisors. But still she does not get a raise. Then

Dorothy steps in and fights hard to get
Katherine the promotion she deserves.

As time passes by, desegregation

is gaining momentum at the NACA.

The three ladies, now playing

different roles, have to face a series

of new problems. With the

emergence of electronic

computers, Dorothy worries

that as a human computer,

she will soon be replaced.

Amidst the cries against

racial integration, Mary, an

engineer now, has to break the
barrier that denies continuing education to coloured
people. Meanwhile, as the first woman to publish a
research report on space exploration, Dorothy wrestles
with her white superiors in getting her voice heard at the
editorial board meetings, which is out of bounds for her.

Dorothy, Mary and Katherine are all fighters. They
never bow to adversities. To save her job, Dorothy teaches
herself the programming language FORTRAN so that she
can programme her electronic counterpart. Mary helps her
son build a car to race in the 1960 soap box derby, making
him the first African-American child to win the competition.
Not only is she eager to prove that she can make things
happen, she also wants to tell her son that he can make a
difference to this world too. Meanwhile, Katherine remains
dedicated to her space mission. Her impeccable
calculations in rocket trajectories help Apollo 11 land
safely on the moon in 1969.

The stories of Dorothy, Mary and Katherine are
inspiring. At a time when the chances of a black
woman finding a respectable job are near zero,
the three ladies work against all odds, proving
to themselves and to the world that where there
is a will, there is a way.

Being challenged in life is inevitable, being

defeated is optional.

Roger Crawford



Picture this: you are the driver of a runaway tram hurtling
down the track towards five unsuspecting workers. They will
all be killed if the tram stays on its present course. On a
sidetrack there is only one worker who is none the wiser. What
would you do? Would you steer the tram onto the sidetrack
so as to save five lives at the cost of one?

This is the original version of a famous ethical dilemma
known as the trolley problem. Proposed by British philosopher
Philippa Foot in 1967, this moral problem became more
intriguing when Judith Thomson, an American moral
philosopher, introduced a few variations in 1985.

In one variation of the dilemma, you are a bystander
witnessing a runaway trolley barreling down a track. The
driver apparently has lost consciousness. In its path are five
people oblivious to the danger. All of them will be killed if
the trolley goes straight. You then notice next to you a lever
which can divert the trolley onto a spur where only one person
is trapped. Would you pull the lever, causing one person to
die but saving five? Or would you just do nothing and let
fate take its course?

Consider now the third version of the dilemma. You are
on a footbridge over the tracks when you spot an out-of-control
trolley heading fast towards five workers. You know that
dropping a heavy object would stop the trolley and save five
lives. Standing next to you happens to be a fat man who is
leaning over the railing, watching the trolley. A little shove
would cause him to fall over the railing and then block the
trolley. He would die but the five people on the track would
be saved. Utilitarians would most probably choose to kill the
heavy guy. Humanitarians, on the contrary, would argue that
every single life is sacred and precious and no one has the right
to end another’s life. But at such a decisive moment as this,
would the thought of making the fat man the “sacrificial lamb”
flicker through your mind?

Surveys have shown that up to 90 per cent of the
respondents would, either as the driver or a bystander, alter the
trolley’s direction, while a similar percentage think the fat man
should not be thrown onto the track. When asked why the

former option is considered permissible whereas the latter is
not, some said it’s just a gut feeling, and some find the idea of
pushing a man to his death immoral. But would it be more
realistic to say that most of us would be too terrified to make
any response, be it moral or immoral?

The outcome of pulling the lever or throwing the heavy
man onto the track is identical: one person dies; five people
live. Yet most feel justified in pulling the switch but not in
killing the fat man. The notion of a simple “gut feeling” would
never put an investigative mind at rest. Philosophers,
neuroscientists and psychologists have been struggling for
years to elucidate the competing views.

Life is never simple. Suppose the one trapped alone on
the track is not a total stranger, but a friend, a neighbour, a
family member or a famous scientist—would you still stick to
your decision to sacrifice him or her? In the first episode of
Black Mirror, a British anthology series, the Prime Minister
Michael Callow does an unspeakable act to secure the release
of a kidnapped princess. But if the girl being held captive were
an average Jane, would the Prime Minister have done the same
to save her?

Some find the trolley problem far-fetched and purely
hypothetical. However, in real life, the trolley problem is not
as remote as it seems. Consider the emergence of self-driving
cars. Human drivers make decisions on intuition, while self-
driving cars make choices as programmed. What are the ethics
that govern machine behaviour?

Imagine it is now 2048. Self-driving cars are as common
as elevators—as predicted by Elon Musk, the founder of Tesla
Inc. and SpaceX, in 2018. Itis a hot Saturday afternoon. The
traffic is light. When the traffic light turns green, people start
crossing the road. Suddenly, a self-driving car with
malfunctioning brakes is speeding towards them. A woman
and her baby girl will be run down if the car goes straight
ahead. An old woman on the pavement will be hit if the car
swerves to the right. The only way to stop the car is to crash
into a monument on the left, probably killing the passenger in
the car. What choice should the car be programmed to make?

If you find a path with no obstacles, it probably

doesn’t lead anywhere.

Frank A. Clark
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To light something is to make it start to burn: He stopped
to light a cigarette. It has two past forms: lit and lighted.
Lit is most commonly used in British English, especially
when it is used as a verb: I lit a fire and poured a drink. When
the past participle acts as an adjective, both lit and lighted
are used: A poorly lit car park. Please put out the lighted
candle. In American English, lighted is, however, more
widely used.

Bad is an adjective and usually comes before a noun: a
bad day / copy / teacher. But it can also be put after verbs
be, become, go, get, remain, look, seem, sound, stay, turn and
taste: Things are / seem / sound bad. With other verbs, we
use badly as the adverb: She sang badly in the contest. With
the verb feel, we can use bad or badly as the adverb. When
we say we feel bad, it can either mean that we feel regretful
or ashamed, or that we feel unwell. But if we say we feel
badly about something, it only means we feel ashamed or
regretful. Badly is also used to “emphasise how much you
need or want somebody or something”: I badly need her help.
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As to means “about” and is used mainly in formal
situations: As to tax, that will be deducted from the salary.
However, some people use the expression in causal contexts:
Can you give me any information as to the whereabouts of
the Central Library? This sounds uncomfortably stiff. It is
best to say it in a more straightforward way: Can you tell me
where the Central Library is? Often, we can replace as to (1
have doubts as to his ability) with about (I have doubts about
his ability). If as to appears before whether (He is not certain
as to whether he can finish it), it will be better to leave it out
altogether (He is not certain whether he can finish it).

As a preposition, like means “similar to something
else”. In standard English, it is used before nouns: A club
should be like a big family. It is also commonly used before
verbs in informal conversations: She danced elegantly, like
she always does. You look like you need a sleep. In writing,
however, you should use as and as if instead: She danced
elegantly, as she always does. You look as if you need
a sleep.
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First off, my declaration of interest—I like things which
are old and have their own stories. I keep stone mortars that
were used to grind rice grains in the old farming days, and I
love old dictionaries with yellow-tinted pages and a unique
scent. When I run my fingers on these old objects, images
of their past will float in my head. This is one of my quirks
that, I must admit, my wife has to put up with.

For the same reason, I like England, which is an old
country with so many stories to tell.

In England, one might go to Hastings and walk on the
battleground trodden in 1066 by kings and warriors; or stroll
in the Garden Court, London, where Pip of Charles Dickens’s
Great Expectations had a room; or feel the freshness of leaves
of the now revered apple tree at Woolsthorpe Manor,
Lincolnshire, under which Isaac Newton discovered gravity.
You might even take a front-row seat in Westminster Abbey
to take in the solemnity of the coronations of generations of
English monarchs. Visiting these places is almost like prying
into the private business of historic figures. There are many
more fantastic anecdotes and heart-wrenching romances
around England.

I visited Cambridge for the first time in 2015—a town
big enough to house 31 colleges of the University of
Cambridge, yet still small enough to give you a sense of
serenity. Developed along the banks of River Cam in the
aftermath of the Oxford “town and gown” dispute of 1209,
the University ranks among the most prestigious colleges in
the world. The town, with its skyline characterised by the
bell tower of Great St. Mary’s Church, is flanked by a quaint
English outdoor market in the town square. There are even
charming narrow “lanes” and big “greens” among buildings,
providing short cuts for cyclists and pedestrians alike.

Over the years, scores of students have passed through
the University’s doors to emerge as renowned scholars,
theoretical physicists, leading thinkers, popular entertainers,
Nobel laureates, prime ministers and spiritual leaders—giants
who have shaped the world and made history, amazing people
by their flair, and setting scientific frontiers with their
innovative minds.

It is hard not to think about the stairway you set your
foot on inside Christ’s College. It is the same one used by
Charles Darwin in 1829 when he walked back to his room

Kevin Lam
Department of Health

after lectures, deep in thought about evolution. It is equally
fascinating to think that you could warp space-time and share
a bench with Lee Kuan-yew, the founding father of Singapore,
in the garden of Fitzwilliam College, where he hatched his
dream of fighting against colonialism in 1948. How
marvellous it is to think that you could lean on the metal
railing against which Srinivasa Ramanujan—the meek Indian
mathematics genius who shocked Cambridge for five brilliant
years in the early 1910s—was photographed in front of the
Senate House. Imagine also you could saunter along the river
bank at the back of King’s College where Chinese poet Xu
Zhimo mused on and tweaked his celebrated poem Saying
Goodbye to Cambridge Again in the 1920s. Or you could
follow the marks of the late Stephen Hawking’s wheelchair
at Clarkson Road, where his office in the Department of
Applied Mathematics and Theoretical Physics was located.
The professor and cosmologist made “Black Hole” and
“Singularity” fashionable terms, and enlightened the whole
world with his popular science book A Brief History of Time.

In Cambridge, I often found myself in a reverie—
occasionally broken by the laughter or loud talks of the
passers-by—with my head full of images of these giants.
Truly, over the past 800 years, Cambridge has always been
a crucible of new ideas in the fields of humanities, arts and
sciences, brimming with intellectual exuberance and colourful
individuals.

Despite its long history, Cambridge is still very young:
it has around 20 000 students at any one time, with a third of
its population aged 15 to 29. At a time when things change
so fast and are as malleable as a lump of Plasticine, established
traditions are readily cast away like an old shoe. But here in
Cambridge, youth and traditions make strange bedfellows.
Perhaps the conservatism of Englishness has had a part to
play. Showing no signs of being burdened by the drape of
heritage, Cambridge will no doubt nurture more giants who
will further grace the crucible.

As I was standing on the platform waiting for my
London-bound train, a shower of winter sunshine warmed
my face. I was tempted to wax lyrical about willows, river
and rainbow, just as Xu Zhimo did almost a century ago, but
my obvious lack of gift dissuaded me. So, before my mind
spiralled out of control, it was about time to end my journey
here. See you again, Cambridge!
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