Memories are elusive. We have no control over
which yesterdays to keep and which ones to erase.
There are certainly moments we want to hold
on to, and some we’d rather forget—that
mean comment from a co-worker, that
moment of excruciating embarrassment,
or worse, that betrayal by a friend.
Unfortunately, it is often those
memories causing us anguish and
pain that we retain and replay in our
minds over and over, and in so doing,
make it ever more difficult to let them go.

In the last years of his life, the
German philosopher Immanuel Kant
dismissed Martin Lampe, his faithful
servant of 40 years. However, keeping Lampe out
of sight proved far easier than keeping him out of mind.
The ageing philosopher was so frustrated that he wrote
himself a note: “Remember, from now on the name of
Lampe must be completely forgotten.” Kant would have known
this was a futile exercise had he heard of the famous “don’t think
of a white bear” psychological experiment. The harder you try
not to think of something, the more likely it is to come up in
your mind. The reminder about forgetting Lampe paradoxically
attests to our impotence of controlling our memory.

While there are numerous techniques for remembering,
there is no comparable strategy for forgetting. Are we doomed
to be haunted by unwanted memories? Ajahn Brahm, a Buddhist
monk and author of many popular books, provides a simple way
to delete bad memories. In his book Good? Bad? Who knows?,
Ajahn Brahm advises:

Write out all the bad memories on a piece of paper as
before. They need to be brought to the surface before they can
be deleted. Only this time use a special type of paper, the most
appropriate material for shitty memories. Write them out on a
roll of toilet paper. When you have finished with the writing,
take it to your bathroom, place the paper with the stinky writing
in the toilet bowl where it belongs, and then...flush.

This sounds easy and achievable, although sometimes the
most painful memories refuse to be obliterated. Amy Tan, the
author of The Joy Luck Club and other best-sellers, knows this
well. Tan’s novels, which often feature mother-daughter
relationships, are a reflection of her personal experiences. Tan
writes about her mother in her memoir, The Opposite of Fate:

She criticised me, humiliated me in front of others, forbade
me to do this or that without even listening to one good reason
why it should be the other way. I swore to myself I would never
forget these injustices. I would store them, harden my heart,
make myself as impenetrable as she was.
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When Tan was 16, she said the most hateful
words to her mother, “I hate you. I wish I were
dead...” Thirty-one years later, Tan received
a call from her mother who had descended
into Alzheimer’s. “Amy-ah,” she said
quickly in Chinese, “I feel like I can’t
remember many things. I can’t remember
what I did yesterday. I can’t remember
what happened a long time ago, what I did
to you...I know I did something to hurt
you...I did terrible things. But now I can’t
remember what...And I just want to tell
you...I hope you can forget, just as I've
forgotten.”

Her mother died six months later. The
reconciliation with her mother ultimately sets
Tan free. She writes, “Together we knew in our
hearts what we should remember, what we can
forget.”

Thanks to her mother’s healing words in the last days of
her life, Tan can forget about her wounds and move on.
Forgetting, however, is difficult for those who receive no
explanation or apologies for past injustices. Here is where the
old adage “forgive and forget” comes into play. To forget, one
must first forgive. And forgiveness begins with remembering.
Recall the situation and look at it from a more objective
perspective. Remember what you have learned from the
experience. Recall a time when you were forgiven for something
you did wrong. Remember how you felt then and consider
offering the same gift to others. If you can remember all of these,
then those agonising memories may lose some of their sting and
finally fade away.

Research has revealed that the act of forgiveness not only
enables us to forget details of an offence, but also has a huge
benefit to our health. Dr VanderWeele, a Harvard professor of
epidemiology, says, “Our research indicates that forgiving an
offender over time leads to lower levels of depression and anxiety
and higher levels of hope, happiness, life satisfaction, and self-
esteem.” If the urge to retaliate persists, you might want to heed
the advice of Oscar Wilde: “Always forgive your enemies;
nothing annoys them so much.”

Mastering the art of forgetting does not mean you go on
with your life without ever thinking again about what has
happened. It just means that when we see or hear things that
remind us of unpleasant experiences, they do not bother us any
more. By choosing to forgive and forget, you stand the chance
of restoring your own peace of mind, and that allows you to put
your past behind you and move on.
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Alice Howland lives an enviable life. She has a successful
career as a distinguished professor of cognitive psychology at
Harvard. She is physically fit and happily married with three
grown children. When she finds herself experiencing some minor
but nagging memory lapses such as forgetting words in lectures
and conversation and asking the same question repeatedly, she
attributes them to too much multitasking and the approach of
the menopause. But when she gets utterly lost a few blocks from
home during a morning jog, she is alarmed and finally goes to
see a neurologist. On 19 January, the day when her mother and
sister died in a car accident 32 years ago, she learns that she has
an early onset of Alzheimer’s. She is only 50.

Alice is the principal character in Lisa Genova’s debut novel
Still Alice, which tells an agonising but engrossing story of a
woman’s descent into the netherworld of Alzheimer’s. Although
fictional, the book gives a realistic portrayal of how the illness
affects its victims, so much so that it has been endorsed by the
Alzheimer’s Association as an accurate depiction of the disease.
The book was adapted into a film of the same name in 2014
starring Julianne Moore, who won numerous accolades for her
role as Alice, including a Golden Globe and an Oscar.

Written from Alice’s point of view, Still Alice takes the
reader into Alice’s head to witness those moments when things
are obviously not quite right, for example, going to the office in
the middle of the night in her nightgown, or walking into her
neighbour’s kitchen to make tea. Alice, as well as the reader,
begins to realise that her perspective on things is not to be trusted.
As the disease progresses, we witness the devastating symptoms
of Alzheimer’s grow in frequency, such as when she tries to call
her husband with a television remote control and when she
forgets the name of her own children. Slowly losing her mind,
Alice is shown drifting in an ocean of frustration, confusion,
isolation, and paranoia. And we are there, right along with her.

In portraying Alice’s personal struggle with Alzheimer’s,
Genova examines the unpredictable effects of the illness on
the people around the afflicted person. After Alice is diagnosed
with the disease, her colleagues avoid her as if she is infectious.
Alice’s husband, John, a cancer cell biologist, resorts to denial.
He accepts a job out of state since he can’t bear to watch his
“beautiful and brilliant wife” deteriorate into a shell of her
former self. Her daughters, Anna and Lydia, set aside their
sibling rivalry in their mother’s time of need. Lydia, an aspiring
actress who is viewed as the least competent in the family,
proves to be the most loving, unafraid to step closer to her
mother’s abyss. When Alice can no longer recognise her
family—her husband becomes “‘the man”, Anna becomes “the

mother”, Lydia becomes “the actress”—her children choose
to cherish their relationship even as it disintegrates, offering
to act as her anchor to the world.

While Alice’s family bonds are stronger than ever, every
facet of her personal identity is lost in the throes of dementia,
beginning with her hard-won achievements as a tenured Harvard
professor and research scientist. Her roles as a supportive wife,
mother and grandmother, and, ultimately, her self-awareness are
also lost to the disease. “Is the part of my brain that’s responsible
for my unique ‘me-ness’ vulnerable to this disease?” she asks.
“Or is my identity something that transcends neurons, proteins,
and defective molecules of DNA? Is my soul and spirit immune
to the ravages of Alzheimer’s?” These haunting questions must
have run through the minds of many patients with the disease
when they are still compos mentis. How many neurons can Alice
lose and still be Alice? The question is no less paradoxical than
the ship of Theseus.

Alice wears a butterfly necklace passed down by her
mother, who once said that butterflies had short yet beautiful
lives. “Butterfly” is also the name of a file on her computer that
she instructs her future self to open should she ever fail to
correctly answer any of the five simple questions: What month
is it? Where do you live? Where is your office? When is Anna’s
birthday? How many children do you have? The file will provide
a step-by-step guide to committing suicide. One year after she
sets up the plan, the daily test has totally slipped her mind, but
it seems her husband has somehow found out about it. He takes
her to an ice cream shop and leads her through the questions in
the butterfly test while Alice is licking her chocolate ice cream.
When Alice fails to answer any of them, John asks, “Alice, do
you still want to be here?” The clueless Alice answers, “Yes. |
like sitting here with you. And I’'m not done yet,” pleased with
herself that she finally has a confident answer.

Alice considers that life is not worth living when the ordeal
of her disease exceeds the enjoyment of such pleasures as ice
cream. In the final pages of the book, Genova leaves readers a
glimpse of light in the darkness. Alice still experiences happiness
as she plays with her first grandchild without really knowing
who the baby is. She still senses love from Lydia’s acting without
understanding a word of her monologue. Memories fade, but
the moments of simple joy remain. Clouded by the past,
untethered from the present and devoid of any future, Alice is
literally living in the moment. If there is any solace to be found,
it may lie in the words of the English poet William Blake, “To
see a world in a grain of sand and a heaven in a wild flower, hold
infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour.”

The stupid neither forgive nor forget; the naive forgive and
forget; the wise forgive but do not forget.

Thomas Szasz
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I still vividly remember my childhood days when I would
gaze at the barracks on the top of a ridge in pitch darkness from
the window of my room. The sight of heavy army trucks entering
the barracks gate always brought to my mind soldiers in transit
with their missions accomplished. Such scenes ignited my
curiosity about the Edwardian buildings on the hillside and,
subsequently, my interest in that almost forgotten battle.

Now renamed Lei Yue Mun Park and Holiday Village, this
exotic place was known to me as the Lyemun Barracks in my
teens. Built and then expanded during the period between 1890
and 1939, the complex of the whitewashed buildings played a
vital role in coastal defence in those early years. Alongside the
Shing Mun Redoubt and the Wong Nai Chung Gap Bunkers, the
complex is one of a few surviving monuments to the Battle of
Hong Kong. As veterans passed away and monuments were razed,
the battle has sadly sunk into oblivion in a matter of decades.

It was December 1941. A storm was brewing in the Pacific
Ocean while wars were raging on mainland China and the distant
European continent. Supported by fleets of bombers, more than
25,000 battle-hardened Japanese soldiers were deployed along
the border of Hong Kong, ready to pour into the British enclave.
The defenders, a garrison of no more than 11,000 British, Indian
and Canadian soldiers, were hastily assembled not long before
the war, with virtually no aerial or naval support. The odds were
obviously against the defenders from the onset of the war.

The invaders crossed the border in the small hours of
8 December. After a brief fight at the Shing Mun Redoubt, the
Gin Drinker’s Line, an 18-kilometre defensive line running
through the mountains to the north of the Kowloon Peninsula,
was breached. The Scots fought back heroically, but failed to turn
the tide of the battle in their favour. To familiarise themselves with
the hilly terrain during their pre-war preparation, the Scots
ingeniously named the tunnels after some of the London
landmarks, like Regent Street, Piccadilly Circus and Shaftesbury
Avenue. Such names are still recognisable at the entrances of the
tunnels even today, evoking nostalgia for the thirties in the lush
green field.

The Kowloon Peninsula, subsequent to the New Territories,
fell into Japanese hands after barely four days. The invaders made
a ferocious attempt to cross the Victoria Harbour. At the Sai Wan
Battery of the Lyemun Barracks, dozens of members of the
Volunteer Defence Corps put up resistance bravely despite their
inferiority in number. Upon capitulation, there were horrendous
reports of on-the-spot execution of wounded prisoners of war at
the Salesian Mission House nearby. Still standing intact in Chai
Wan Road, the monastery was once said to be a haunted place in
the neighbourhood, a vivid testimony to the atrocities committed
by the invaders.

Strolling along the tree-lined paths in the Lei Yue Mun Park
and Holiday Village, one will not find anything left from the war,
not even a trace of the spilled blood or marks left by shrapnel on
stonework. The billowing smoke clouds, gleaming helmets and
shiny bayonets are long gone. What remains is nothing but an

True reconciliation does not consist in merely
forgetting the past.

Nelson Mandela

Andy NG
Official Languages Officer I
Leisure and Cultural Services Department

exquisitely mixed sense of tranquility and poetry. There lie the
barracks, once quarters for married officers, where the names of
English poets like John Milton, William Wordsworth and Alfred
Tennyson can be found on the facades, creating a poetic and
harmonious atmosphere against the emerald valley behind.

As William Wordsworth puts it, “death is the quiet haven of
us all”. Death is the destination we all share, and war heroes are,
regrettably, no exception. Brigadier John Lawson was the highest
ranking Canadian officer killed in action during the Second World
War. In October 1941, he shipped out to Hong Kong with two
ill-trained battalions of nearly 2,000 new recruits under his
command in a futile effort to reinforce the small garrison. A
sizeable force of these soldiers was assigned to defend Mount
Butler and Wong Nai Chung Gap. Despite their gallantry, the
defensive line was broken by the overwhelming force of the
enemy, and Lawson’s headquarters bunker in Wong Nai Chung
Gap was cut off. With Japanese soldiers firing at point blank range,
he was reported to have made his final transmission, saying “I am
going outside to fight it out.” He was tragically shot down not far
away from his bunker.

Lawson’s sacrifice was far from an isolated case of heroic
deeds. Over 500 of his soldiers never returned home. Among
them was Sergeant Major John Osborn, whose final act was the
most remarkable. During an attack on Mount Butler, he saved his
comrades by throwing himself on a Japanese grenade, which
exploded and killed him instantly. Posthumously awarded the
Victoria Cross for his exemplary valour and selflessness, Osborn
was the only recipient of that honour in the Battle of Hong Kong.

With colossal losses of men and shortage of equipment and
supplies, Sir Mark Young, the then Hong Kong Governor,
submitted his surrender on Christmas Day in 1941, and the rest
is history. In a war perceived by Winston Churchill to be without
“the slightest chance of holding Hong Kong or relieving it”, the
Hong Kong garrison fearlessly fought against all odds to defend
the besieged city for 18 brutal days, displaying the highest degree
of gallantry, endurance and self-sacrifice.

Lawson’s headquarters bunker, like many war structures in
Hong Kong, has now become decrepit and dilapidated, with some
parts having crumbled into fragments. Yet amid the ruins, it is
only fitting that a minute of silence and mourning should be
observed for the fallen, those valiant souls who fought to the last
and proudly sacrificed themselves in defence of our city. They
shall never grow old.

Photo by: Baycrest
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i #p 4k B Alexander Pope & #F Eloisa to Abelard:
How happy is the blameless vestal’s lot!
The world forgetting, by the world forgot:
Eternal sunshine of the spotless mind!
Each pray’r accepted, and each wish resign’d...
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The following winners will be notified individually by email:

. Department Department
Solution of Issue No. 82
Fung Ka-man Leisure and Cultural Services Department To Wai-yee Census and Statistics Department
1. False 6. True : — .
2 True 7. False Lam King-fa Census and Statistics Department Tsang Tsz-wai Department of Health
3. False 8. False Lui Wai-shan | Food and Environmental Hygiene Department | | Wong Chi-fat, Alexander Housing Department
4. False 9. False Sin Hung Census and Statistics Department ‘Wong Kam-ting Registration and Electoral Office
5. True 10. True Tam Wai-yuen Department of Health Yip Wan-ching Leisure and Cultural Services Department
Issue No. 84 (July 2021) : Waiting ZERCHAEEASN NI E - SRy
Issue No. 85 (October 2021) : Seeking R AR THSNTENEE us
Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details. O ) G B o AN IR -
ORI AEE AR YESERIM Prof. Grant Hamilton Hon Chinese Adviser Prof. Fan Sin-piu Hon English Adviser Prof. Grant Hamilton
T mERLE ZHEFAZRE W 28R Chairman ~ Mr Tin Kai-yin Member  Mr Sixtus Heung Executive Editor ~ Ms Michelle Lau
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ZH RERSEE ZH B ELE Member M Johnny Yu Member ~ Mr Winston Hui
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