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Chinese New Year — A Time for Blessings

When was the Chinese New Year first
celebrated? It may be too distant to trace. One
legend, however, may help throw some light on
its origin.

Once upon a time, a monster called Nin
‘(’, meaning ‘year’) came to a village on New
Year's Eve and preyed on the villagers. The
following year it returned and again ravaged the
village. The villagers were scared but helpless.
But Heaven seemed to show mercy and a sage
came to their rescue.

On that New Year's Eve, the villagers acted
on the sage's advice by putting up red banners on
their doors and windows, playing drums and gongs,
setting off firecrackers. The auspicious red colour
and the deafening noises were intended to scare
the monster away. All this worked and the village
survived the evil Nin. In celebration, the villagers
visited one another, exchanged gifts and extended
their congratulations. This custom has since passed
from generation to generation.

Today, the Chinese New Year is a time for
reunion and thanksgiving. Family members get
together to give prayers and offerings to deities
and the family's ancestors who, they believe, have
protected them over the past year. If worshipped
and remembered with due respect, they will
continue to give their blessings in the coming
year.

Other practices of the Chinese New Year are
also meant to bring -
good luck. On walls and
doors hang good wishes
written on bright red
paper. They represent
the aspirations of all
ages, such as

" (‘may all your wishes
come true’),

" (‘great luck and great
fortune’), and

" (*vigorous like a
dragon and a horse’.
Actually, only a single
word ' (meaning
‘good fortune’) hung
upside down is good
enough as the Chinese
character for ‘upside
down’ and that for
‘arrival’ sound alike. An
upturned ' thus
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means ‘good fortune will come’.

Similar propitious wishes abound in Chinese
New Year greetings. ‘Kung Hey Fat Choy’ (‘wishing
you rich and prosperous’) has become so popular
in Hong Kong that it is not uncommon for a
foreigner to greet you with these words during the
festive days.

Special dishes for the Chinese New Year are
meant to bring good luck too. Mushroom is one
of the essential ingredients for it is a symbol of
longevity. Some foods are especially popular
because they are homophonous with certain
auspicious words. Typical examples are dried oyster
(ho sze, which sounds like ‘good business’ in
Cantonese), and black moss (fat choy, which
resembles 'prosperity”). Fish is indispensable since
fish in Chinese (') is a homonym of ‘surplus’
‘(7). This is particularly important as most
Chinese people are used to saving money for rainy
days.

One must not forget certain taboos during
the Chinese New Year. Expressions which would
remind people of bad luck like ‘dying’ and ‘broken’
are to be avoided. Sweeping the floor is forbidden
on New Year's Day because good fortune must not
be swept away. Similarly, knives or scissors are to
be put away for the time being, and people should
refrain from washing their hair if they want to
keep their good luck.

From these various customary practices to
the variety of traditional
foods, from the lucky,
and definitely favourite
red packets to exuberant
and acrobatic lion
dances, none of the basic
elements of the Chinese
New Year is alien to any
Chinese community. It
is not merely about
rituals and celebrations,
rather it is about
fostering bonds among
family members and
renewing friendships.
Many Chinese traditions
may have faded, but,
in the Chinese world,
the anticipation,
preparation, and
celebration of the Lunar
New Year endures.



Express

The Official
Languages Agency (OLA)
took part in this year's
Exhibition on Customer
Service Excellence held
from 1 to 5 February 2002
at the Hong Kong Central
Library. The exhibition
provided a good
opportunity for the OLA
to introduce itself to the public, whom it serves, albeit
in an indirect way, through providing translation and
language services to government bureaux and
departments.

In presenting itself to the community, the Agency
adopted a two-pronged approach. First, we gave the
public a glimpse of the contributions of the OLA.
Large, eye-catching comic strips were pinned on the
panels of the booth to illustrate examples of situations
which call for our services.

Those services which are more noticeable include
translation of important publications such as the
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Secretary for the Civil Service Joseph W P Wong at the booth of OLA

Policy Address, and
interpretation at meetings
of the local councils as well
as international
conferences. The OLA also
provides drafting services
to government bureaux
and departments. We strive
to lift the language
standard of civil servants
through seminars, enquiry hotlines and publications
in the forms of newsletter, glossaries and writing guides.

The second approach was to give the community
a taste of our work. Language games were devised to
tempt the bold-spirited to have a go. Many of the
players, be they old or young, aspiring linguists or the
uninitiated, went away with the conviction that the
OLA's work was both stimulating and challenging.

FAQs about the OLA have always been: “Who
are you?” “What do you do?” “How are your services
related to me?” Hopefully this opportunity allowed us
to answer all these questions.
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HORSE TALK

“That man has shown no slightest horse sense. What he can
offer is only horseback opinions. Yet he still thinks he should
be promoted. If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride.

He is bound to be a failure.”

In days of old, people used to travel on
horseback. It was said that horses, especially the
old ones, were shrewd and sensitive. They were
acute observers of the situation and knew how
to get round treacherous paths and lead people
out of danger. ‘Horse sense’ is therefore used to
refer to the ability to make sensible judgements
and practical decisions.

‘Horseback opinions’, on the other hand,
are not as positive as ‘horse sense’. Horse riding
is exciting but bumpy. An opinion formed under
such circumstances may be hasty and immature.

It is not likely to get you anywhere without
more thorough consideration.

‘If wishes were horses, beggars would ride’
is a saying which cautions people against being
an unrealistic dreamer. Success is not something
you can pick from trees. Instead, you must strive
for it. If wishing was all it took to succeed, there
would be no failure in the world.

References to horses abound in the English
language, but if you want to learn all horse-
related phrases and idioms, you will have to
‘work like a horse’ too!







Chinese New Year in the

Eyes of a Foreigner

- Patricia Bjaaland Welch's Chinese New Year, Oxford University Press

Tangerine trees and plum blossoms.
Strings of firecrackers and clusters of gold
coins. Dinners with family and offerings
to ancestors. All this reminds us of the
festive days during the Lunar New Year.
No date in the Chinese calendar is
accorded greater importance than New
Year's Day.

Patricia Bjaaland Welch's Chinese
New Year, published by the Oxford
University Press, is a colourful book
which provides an introduction and a

Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and
Mainland China. Beginning with
notable days in the month preceding
the holiday and extending to the
Lantern Festival fifteen days into the
new year, the book guides the reader
through the etiquette of gift-giving,
the selection of special foods, holiday
greetings, and popular decorations.

Directed at tourists and locals
alike, Chinese New Year takes a
panoramic view of customs both in

complete guide to the celebration of the
Chinese New Year.

The author explores an array of age-old symbols
and rituals of the holiday and traces their history and
meanings. Also covered in the book are the differences
in celebration among the Chinese communities in

China and in Chinese communities
worldwide. Combining introductory
texts and extensive illustrations both in colour and
monochrome, it serves as a map for one to acquire a
deeper understanding and appreciation of the festival
in its multiplicity and richness.
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Bank of English

Can't find a way to enrich your vocabulary?
Studying a dictionary may help, some ardent readers
venture to suggest. But turning thousands of pages
from A to Z on your own sounds too forbidding a
mission. Here comes a solution. Collins Cobuild's
website may be a perfect companion to help you
through.

Based on the Bank of English, which is a corpus
of modern English language
both in written and spoken
forms, this website should
not be mistaken for an e-
dictionary. It contains several
features dedicated to helping
learners with the meaning,
usage and pragmatics of
English words and idioms in
an interesting way.

Operating daily, ‘ldiom
of the Day’ picks a word at
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Net Guide

random and displays a few relevant idioms. Examples
are there to illustrate the usage of each idiom and its
possible variations. ‘Wordwatch’ features a weekly
article written by a language expert to make comments
on the usage and meaning of a word or phrase.
Automatic delivery of the article by email allows the
busiest of all to benefit from this column. To make
learning more interesting and enjoyable, you may
also try your hand at the
‘Definition game’ where the
definition of a word is shown
for you to guess what word is
being defined.

This interactive website
builds education into
entertainment. Practice
makes perfect. Just click
http://titania.cobuild.collins.co.uk
and start building up your word
power today.
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Issue No0.6
Food Crossword”

Answers :

The winners are:

Name Department

CHENG Ka-yu Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department
Irene CHAN Department of Health
CHUM Chui-chi Education Department
LEUNG Kwok-wing Fire Services Department
LAM So-han Home Affairs Department

Winners will be notified individually by post.
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From the EdITOr g n
|
: (Mr Tony Miller)
|
‘ Hong Kong is a place where east | ]
| meets west. This is evident in its linguistic |,
! environment which, ironically enough, |
| is polluted with both ‘Chinglish’ and ||
! westernized Chinese. This dip in language |
| proficiency has aroused much public |
| attention. ‘
l In the coming issues, masters of |,
\ English and translation will be here to |1 | Honorary Advisor Mr Tony Miller
| — examine this phenomenon and offer |
‘ advice. Focus will be on common errors | | chairman Miss Li Yuen-lee
! in English and the influence of | | Member Ms Pearl Chow
| westernized Chinese on translation and | | Member Mrs Stella Mui
| official writing. Given their expertiseand | | Member Mr James Ho
| experience, their pieces promise to give | Member Miss Holly Lo
‘ you a whole new perspective on the | | Member Miss Winnie Mak
: Ianguages. Don't miss it. | Exe.cutlve EthOI’ MrCheng.Kln-wah
| | Assistant Editor Mr Frederic Young
|
I — -
http://www.info.gov.hk/ola 66 23 olaeng@ola.gcn.gov.hk

The contents of this newsletter are also available on the OLA Homepage at http://www.info.gov.hk/ola.
For enquiries, please contact us at the Official Languages Agency, 23/F Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong E-mail: olaeng@ola.gcn.gov.hk
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