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Historically, the area tucked above Hollywood Road in Sheung
Wan was referred to as Taipingshan, a name you can no longer find
on the modern map. One of the oldest quarters in Hong Kong,
nowadays it is a hipster haven of indie boutiques, galleries, trendy
cafes and bars, alongside funeral homes and cha chaan teng—an
old soul with a young and vibrant vibe. However, back in the
19™ century, it was a very different place.

When the Union Flag flew over Possession Point in 1841, the
population of Hong Kong Island stood at only about 7,450, with
close to a quarter dwelling on boats. “A barren island with hardly
a house upon it.” Such was British Foreign Secretary Lord
Palmerston’s disparaging remark about Hong Kong at that time.
As Hong Kong’s population grew exponentially in the following
decades, Taipingshan, a settlement for Chinese workers, became
Hong Kong’s most densely-packed area. The tenement houses there
were subdivided into tiny, windowless cubicles, each giving shelter
to a few families. Public facilities were virtually non-existent. There
was no water supply, no latrines, no proper drainage or ventilation.
Streets were mired in filth and the stench was nauseating. The place
was a hotbed of pathogens where diseases could spread like wildfire.

Located at the junction of Tai Ping Shan Street and Pound
Lane, Kwong Fook I Tsz (JE#536#7]) stands frozen in time, a rustic
reminder of that bygone era. It was built in the 1850s to
accommodate the ancestral tablets of Chinese mainlanders who
worked and died here, in the hope that one day family members
would come to bring them home. The family names of those
commemorated vary; hence it is also popularly known as Pak Shing
Temple (E 1), meaning “Temple for One Hundred Surnames”.
Over the years, some relocated deities moved in, and the concrete
wall next to the entrance changed from red to a brightly coloured
mural, and then back to red with the Chinese words “H1” in its
centre gone. The unclaimed ancestral tablets in the rear hall have
witnessed it all, in silence.

In the summer months of 1894, bubonic plague, an infectious
disease far deadlier than a novel coronavirus, swept through Hong
Kong. Given the overcrowded dwellings and the insanitary conditions
in the district, Taipingshan inevitably took the hardest hit. Dr Lowson,
the then Medical Officer in charge of the Epidemic Hospital,
mentioned in his medical report on the plague the grim situation at
the time, “...it was difficult to find a house which had not a case of
plague in it, while most of them had more than three cases.”

On 10 May 1894, Hong Kong was officially declared
an infected port. The colonial authorities sent in teams
to conduct house-to-house searches to remove corpses,
isolate the infected, as well as disinfecting and
whitewashing houses. Such practice of house
cleansing continued well into the 1950s. Incidentally,
the term “VE K F-Hb” (meaning “cleaning the
ground”) has become a local slang phrase that
refers to police raids on seedy establishments.

Before the plague dissipated a few months later, over 2,500
people had perished and a third of the city’s population had fled.
In order to eradicate the disease, Taipingshan’s squatter areas, the
epicentre of the plague, were razed to the ground and replaced by
Hong Kong’s first public park, Blake Garden, named after Hong
Kong’s then governor, Sir Henry Blake. A red plaque at the entrance
to the garden stands as a testimony to its macabre past.

Nonetheless, from the ashes of the old Taipingshan rose a new
city. As devastating as it had been, the plague outbreak reshaped
the city in more ways than we could have imagined. Overlooking
the Blake Garden is a handsome Edwardian red-brick building
fronted by bauhinia trees. Opened in 1906, it was Hong Kong’s
first purpose-built clinical laboratory to monitor plague and other
infectious diseases: the Bacteriological Institute. When research
activities moved elsewhere, the building was converted into the
Hong Kong Museum of Medical Sciences in 1996. In the “Old
Laboratory” gallery, one can see what it was like back when the
researchers dissected rats to investigate the spread of plague, with
no gloves on! Also on display are stations demonstrating some of
the work carried out at the Institute, such as examination of water
and dairy products, as well as the production of smallpox vaccines.

In addition to stepping up its efforts in medical development,
the government was also prompted to take a radical yet
comprehensive review of public health and town planning. An
ordinance was enacted to regulate the design and construction of
residential buildings. Public works on vital facilities were initiated
to sanitise the city, including the Tai Tam Waterworks Scheme,
additional new sewerage and drainage systems, alongside a series
of land reclamation projects to expand Hong Kong Island. The
Sanitary Board established in 1883 was developed into an Urban
Council in 1936, responsible for municipal affairs across Hong
Kong and Kowloon. The rest is history.

Now, more than a century after the scourge of the plague,
Hong Kong boasts the highest life expectancy in the world. This
says a lot about the resilience and strength of the city and its people.
From the bubonic plague, avian influenza, SARS to swine flu, this
gritty city we call home has time and again fought off deadly
diseases. As Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher, said,
“That which does not kill me makes me stronger.” If walls could
talk, they would say the same.
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In an episode of Person of Interest, an American sci-fi crime
drama, a detective is directed by his superior to turn in his badge
and service gun. When asked by his partner what it is all about,
he replies, “Just chickens coming home to roost.” How does the
investigation of an allegedly dirty cop have anything to do with
chickens?

“Chickens come home to roost™ is a proverbial expression
meaning that one’s past wrongdoings will eventually rebound
on oneself. According to The American Heritage Dictionary of
Idioms, the fact that farm chickens go out to forage during the
day and return, by night, to the safety of their henhouse to roost,
has long been common knowledge. But it was not until 1809,
when Robert Southey wrote, “Curses are like young chickens,
they always come home to roost” (The Curse of Kehamay), that
the idea was figuratively used. It is easy to find its abbreviated
versions from then on, such as “the debt chickens come home
to roost as the immediate crisis recedes” (The New Daily,
13 April 2020).

Unlike the saying “reap the harvest” which may refer to
both positive and negative consequences, “chickens come home
to roost” is often connected with undesirable impacts arising
from past misdeeds or indiscretions. So, if you are trying to
reassure a friend that what he did will bear positive fruit, you
may want to leave homing chickens out of the conversation.
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Love begins by taking care of the closest

ones—the ones at home.
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According to the Global Missing Children’s Network, an
estimated 96,000 children go missing in India every year. Many
are never found, getting carried away like chaff in the wind.
Therefore, when one of them found his way home 25 years later
with the aid of Google Earth, the story made headlines around
the world. A Long Way Home gives a true-life account of this
inspirational journey. It is not only a long and convoluted quest
across continents and cultures, but also a road winding through
poignant memories, painful losses and profound kindness.

This extraordinary story begins in the most
non-descript of places—a one-room shack in a
dusty village in central India. Sitting on the
cowpat-and-mud floor is a five-year-old boy who
will soon be lost. His name is Sheru, the Hindu
word for lion, but he will later mispronounce his
own name as Saroo and keep it to this day. While
his mother and brothers are away working or
foraging for food, Saroo is the protector and
provider of his baby sister. As much as he loves
her, he longs to be out in the world with his
brothers. At the moment, he is begging his
14-year-old brother, Guddu, to take him along
to the railway station where Guddu does odd
jobs. His brother finally gives in. As Guddu’s
bicycle speeds through the night, Saroo is
laughing happily, unaware that his life is going
to take a fateful turn.

By the time they get to the station, Saroo
is exhausted. “Just sit down and don’t move.
I’'ll come back in a little while and we can find somewhere to
sleep the night.” These are the last words Saroo has ever heard
from his brother.

When Saroo wakes up from a nap, he discovers that he is
alone. In a blind panic, he hops on an empty train to search for
his brother. Many hours later, Saroo is spat out in Calcutta (now
Kolkata)—one of the most populated and unforgiving cities on
earth—alone, penniless, terrified and unable to speak the local
language. For weeks he lives on the streets, surviving on his
instincts and whatever scraps of food he can find. Begging and
scavenging is the easy part, which, after all, is not very different
from the way he has lived back home. It is the homesickness
that is the hardest to bear. At night he will cry to himself, “Where
are you, Guddu? Please help me. Take me away from this place.
I want to be with you and everyone else.” He sneaks aboard
several trains departing from Calcutta, hoping one might take
him back to his family. He has no luck. Eventually, he lands in
a benevolent orphanage where he is adopted by Sue and John
Brierley, an Australian couple in Tasmania; thus ending the first
chapter of his remarkable odyssey.

Saroo is lovingly brought up by the Brierleys, and he
flourishes, growing from the scared little boy into a robust and

He is the happiest, be he king or peasant,

who finds peace in his home.

confident Aussie. But the astounding narrative does not end
there, for Saroo never gives up hope of returning to his Indian
family. He clings to his childhood memories, rehashing them in
his mind in case he ever gets the chance to trace his footsteps.
With the advent of Google Earth, Saroo embarks on a virtual
journey of his hometown. For five long years, he examines every
route out of Calcutta closely, poring over satellite images of the
country for landmarks he recognises. At last, fate smiles on him.
One day, he miraculously finds what he has been looking for.

The book culminates as Saroo
reunites with his siblings, who are now
married with children, and most of all, his
mother. However, Guddu, the eldest
brother whom he looked up to the most as
a child, was found dead on railway tracks
the very same day that he got lost. Though
some questions remain unanswered, Saroo
can finally lay the spectre of his painful
memory to rest. At the end of his quest, he
is able to make peace with his past and re-
establish his self-identity. “I am not conflicted
about who I am or where to call home,” he
says. “I now have two families, not two
identities. I am Saroo Brierley.”

Inspiring as the perseverance of Saroo

is, equally admirable are the two mothers.

Kamala, the mother who has given him birth,

never moves from the neighbourhood where

she lives, on the off chance that her son would

find his way home one day. And Sue, the mother who has given

him the second chance of life, has a special spirit. Her

experience of growing up with a volatile father has led her to

believe that “there was nothing sacrosanct about families

formed only by birth parents”. She could have had her own

children but she has chosen to adopt children in need from

developing countries. Saroo says, “She and Dad thought the

world had enough children born into it already, with many
millions of them in dire need.”

Saroo’s memoir prompts readers to ponder an
intriguing question: What makes a family? Saroo’s
biological father deserted his pregnant wife and
children for another woman and left them in
hardship. Sue, Saroo’s adoptive mother,
endured a rough and bitter upbringing
because of her father. Whereas the
Brierleys, despite not having a blood
relation with Saroo, have been nothing
but supportive and caring, the best
parents a child could hope for. It seems
that blood might be thicker than water,
but love is thicker than blood.

Goethe
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After a long and hectic day at work, you just want to go back to the safety and security of your home where you can shut
out the world, let down your guard, slump against the cushions and just be yourself. Do animals have shelters and places to
rest as well? Indeed, they do, only with different names. Do you know the names of the homes of different animals? Take our
quiz below. Some letters have been provided for you.

Animal Home Animal Home
1. | Chicken _____ P 6. | Ant V.
2. | Dog - _E__ 7. | Bear ——E___
3. | Rabbit - E___ 8. | Badger ___E_____
4. | Pig _E___ 9. | Squirrel ____ E__
5. | Termite M___ 10. | Beaver - _ _E

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power by fax (2521 8772) or email (csbolrs@csb.gov.hk) before
4 September 2020. 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.

Name: Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms (delete as appropriate)
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