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“Men to the left! Women to the right!”

These eight words would haunt many Holocaust survivors
for the rest of their lives. Upon arriving in cattle trucks at
Auschwitz, Poland, the deported Jews were put through a
selection process right on the unloading platforms that would
determine whether they would work or die. In an instant,
families were permanently torn apart. There was no time to
kiss, to hug, or to say goodbye. On average, only one out of
five deportees was selected for forced labour. The rest were
taken to gas chambers for summary execution. This is just one
gruesome snapshot of the Holocaust, which claimed the lives
of approximately six million Jews and millions of others during
the Nazis’ rule over Germany and much of Europe.

In 2005, the United Nations General Assembly
designated 27 January, the day of the liberation of Auschwitz
concentration and extermination camp, as International
Holocaust Remembrance Day. But well before that, Jewish
teens had gathered every year in Auschwitz since 1988 for a
three-kilometre silent march to Birkenau as a tribute to the
victims of the Holocaust. In this journey called the March of
the Living, tens of thousands of participants march with the
survivors and listen to their stories. In this way they become
witnesses to the genocide and help carry the torch of memory
for the ageing survivors.

Commemoration days and activities are but one of the
many ways to keep people remembering the past. Visits to
historic sites and museums in person, for instance, create
immersive and poignant experiences that will last for a
lifetime. The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum was
officially opened at the concentration camp site in 1947.
Almost 80 years have passed since the last survivor was
liberated, yet even on a summer day there is still a palpable
bleakness in the air, making the Auschwitz-Birkenau tour
chilling and painful for both visitors and guide-educators.
About 70 kilometres from the death camp, Oskar Schindler’s
Enamel Factory now houses a branch of the Krakéw Historical
Museum and bears testimony to the Nazis’ occupation. One
cannot help recalling scenes from Steven Spielberg’s
masterpiece Schindler’s List upon entering the office of the
man who saved over 1,300 Jews. The sight of his writing desk
and the floor-to-ceiling showcase of enamelware manufactured
by the factory workers makes the catastrophic past tangible
and impossible to forget.

When faced with the horrendous memory of the past,
some may refuse to look back or simply choose to deny it.
For those who have survived the Holocaust, their struggle
did not end with the liberation from concentration and
extermination camps. They are engaged in a never-ending

crusade—the fight for remembrance. Primo Levi, an Italian
Jewish chemist, was arrested and deported to Auschwitz in
1944. After returning to Italy, he felt more than ever
compelled to write about what had happened. In a calm and
sober voice, his book If This Is a Man recounts what he went
through and explores humanity amid inhumanity. He writes,
“For the survivors, remembering is a duty. They do not want
to forget, and above all they do not want the world to forget,
because they understand that their experiences were not
meaningless.”

Elie Wiesel, a Romanian Jewish journalist, also felt the
urge to commit his traumatic past to paper. Night, his
autobiographical novel, has been translated into over 30
languages and remains one of the most iconic literary
expressions of the Holocaust. Giving an account of his
ordeals, the book addresses philosophical questions about
the Holocaust and human nature. Wiesel was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1986 for being a messenger of peace,
atonement and dignity. In his acceptance speech, Wiesel said
he had tried to “keep memory alive” and “fight those who
would forget”. As for those who perished, he declared, “We
could not prevent their deaths the first time, but if we forget
them they will be killed a second time. And this time, it will
be our responsibility.”

Literature is certainly a powerful tool to introduce a new
generation to one of the darkest chapters in human history,
but survivors have other ways to bear witness for the dead
and for the living. Edward Mosberg, who saw Holocaust
education as his moral mission, often donned a reproduction
of his striped concentration camp uniform with matching cap
in public, and wore a bracelet showing his prisoner number
every day. He said, “As long as I live I have to go and talk
about this so the Holocaust will never be forgotten.” The old
man kept his words. He appeared in documentaries, gave
talks, joined the March of the Living, and remained active in
Holocaust commemoration until he died at the age of 96.

January 2024 marks the 79th anniversary of the
liberation of Auschwitz. On the International Holocaust
Remembrance Day, wreaths will be laid and prayers will be
offered to the victims. We might never be able to fully fathom
the horror of the Holocaust or understand the despair of those
who suffered. Yet, it is important for us to refresh our memory
of their suffering. As the oft-quoted aphorism goes, “Those
who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
With a wave of hatred, xenophobia and racism hitting the
world, it is more pertinent than ever to remember what
happened. Perhaps only when we and the world remember
the past can we learn from history.
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Publishing a critically acclaimed best-seller should be
eminently satisfying for most writers, but not for Dr Ronald
Joel Glasser. In fact, he wished his extraordinary debut 365
Days could never have been written.

It all started in September 1968 when the 29-year-old
paediatrician was assigned to Camp Zama Army Hospital in
Japan. Originally tasked with taking care of children of
military officers, Glasser ended up treating injured soldiers
from the front line of the Vietnam War. Most of them were
not much older than his young patients. Feeling compelled
to tell what he had seen and heard, he began writing war
stories, 17 of which were published in 1971 under the title
365 Days, a reference to the length of a military tour of duty
in Vietnam.

In war literature, courage is a common theme that is
usually embodied in the act of soldiers fighting against great
odds to triumph over their enemies. Yet, it is portrayed
differently in Glasser’s short stories, some of which feature
non-combatant men and women as the main characters.
Among them are “Dust Offs”—helicopter teams landing at
battle zones amid heavy fire for medical evacuation—and
medics of the front line, who would limit their own food and
water so that they could carry more medical supplies. Easily
overshadowed as their roles might have been, the actions of
these medics are testimony to the fact that bravery could come
in the form of saving lives rather than taking them.

Courage is also seen in the uncomplaining endurance of
the wounded at the army hospital. One of them was David
Jensen, a 20-year-old patient in the burn unit. To avoid
bacterial infection in his wounds, he had to soak himself in
a bathtub every day. Painkillers were not used, out of concern
that this would result in addiction. Painfully suppressing his
groans, he silently endured the sight of large and small pieces
of burnt skin peeling off from his body.

In describing the sacrifice, suffering and struggle of
military personnel, Glasser does not romanticise or glorify
combat. “Going for something they didn’t believe in or for
that matter didn’t care about, just to make it 365 days and be
done with it,” he writes of the young conscripts. The soldiers

had no illusions about the cause for which they were
supposedly fighting. They obeyed orders and performed their
duties in the field, with the ultimate goal of making it through
just 365 days. Yet many could not make it. And for those
fortunate enough to return home, life would never be the same.

The heart-wrenching part of 365 Days lies not merely
in the loss of lives, but in seemingly insignificant moments
that indicate the loss of innocence among the young, who
were already comfortably numb with violence. In one story,
a group who had carried out a night ambush returned to their
base in the morning. Waiting for their breakfast, they
recounted the blood and gore of the killings overnight and
talked about a comrade killed in action. Despite the heaviness
of these topics, there was a startling lack of emotion in the
conversation. No sorrow, no grief, no anguish. At the end of
the tale, one of them flied into a fit of rage only because there
were no more cornflakes left.

Although not a single story is written from the
perspective of Vietnamese civilians, their agony is obvious.
Glasser tells of a village being blown up because a single
sniper round was fired from that general direction, and an old
Vietnamese man casually shot simply because he refused to
hand over a carton of cokes on his bicycle. In one of Jensen’s
treatment sessions, to distract him from the pain, his medic
asked him of his impression of women in Vietnam. Jensen
replied that he had not met any local people, adding casually,
“We killed ’em all.” In various ways, the book suggests that
war atrocities were common, with trivial matters easily
escalating into violent deaths, and civilian casualties accepted
as nothing more than collateral damage.

Today, when strife seems to be too easy to escalate into
fights and then into battles, 365 Days gives a lasting reminder
of wartime brutality and its aftermath. In the preface to the
second edition of this classic of war literature, Glasser notes,
“If there was a lesson in the experiences of Vietnam ... [ was
convinced it could come only from the recounting of the
individual acts of those who had paid the price.” With lessons
from the past in mind, we might finally be able to take a slow
but steady step towards the day when peace prevails.
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Mad Hatter Day

Towel Day

Memories are our strength. When night attempts to return,
we must light up the great dates, as we would light torches.

Victor Hugo



It was approaching 1997 when Chris Patten, the last
governor of Hong Kong, visited Kowloon City, during which
I served as his interpreter for ten minutes. Determined to do
a better job should there be a next time, I started to create my
own English immersion course.

After venturing out to chat with a few English-speaking
strangers at the Avenue of Stars in Tsim Sha Tsui, I concluded
that this wildcat approach should morph into a more
systematic one. So the venue shifted to Mong Kok, a place
perhaps less glamorous yet bustling with local life.

In a tiny booth in an old commercial building, I sat face
to face with a British young man.

“Sorry for the stuffy air. I’'m Richard, your new English
tutor,” he introduced himself cheerfully.

“Nice to meet you. Where’s Margaret?” I asked.
“Who?”

“The lady who sometimes showed off, you know,
advertised her ...”

“Oh, she’s left for the Mainland,” he said.

3

‘Please don’t get me wrong. This is MK and everything

)

is ...
Before I finished, he laughed, “You can say that again.”
I smiled.

Richard had been teaching in Oxford—not the university,
but an English tutorial centre in the district. We not only
talked about the English language, but also touched on works
by George Orwell and Franz Kafka.

As friendship grew, our lessons were no longer confined
to the tutorial centre. Walking down the street, he would tell
me there were no such things as “private cars” in English,
nor was there much happening in the streets back in many
parts of Britain. Once, we drank rounds of beer gleefully in
a pub, dipping ourselves into the bubbly culture. As I groggily
tottered towards the bathroom, I overheard him telling his
beer pal, “Fred has translated for the Governor.”

“It’s the Gardener!” I shouted to correct him, borrowing
a leaf out of Patten’s book of humour.

A learner crazier than me, Richard even carried a secret
gadget around to record people’s daily conversations in

Fred Chau
Transport Department

Cantonese. He would ask me to decode slang and jargon for
him. One day, he came up with an ambitious plan: to publish
a book on Cantonese learning.

The flat Richard rented was in an old tenement in Jordan.
On the first day that I walked down its dimly lit corridor, I
heard a child crying in his neighbour’s flat. Richard said there
had been some kind of domestic violence next door the night
before. This was where our project took flight.

Richard collected excerpts of different radio programmes
such as horse racing, current affairs phone-ins and midnight
advice offered by an agony aunt, who we both agreed had a
beautiful voice. It was strange for me to hear a Briton
commenting on a host of local issues though. I had no
difficulty translating political terms, but was overwhelmed
by bookmaking terms like double quinella and triple trio.
Apparently a trip to Happy Valley was in order.

Leaving the copyright issue for the future, we
experimented with all sorts of translation and bantered about
the ridiculous ones. When we were drained of ideas, Richard
would play the double bass, allowing the day to linger a little
longer.

There is always a time when good things come to an
abrupt end. Several weeks after our last contact, my phone
rang. It was Richard. He told me that he had just recovered
from chickenpox and was going to leave on the coming
Saturday. No farewell please.

What had gone wrong? Was it because I had not worked
hard enough for the project; or was I not caring enough for
a friend who had succumbed to chickenpox thousands of
miles away from his home country? Even today I have no
answer for it.

Many years later I received a letter from him. He told
me that he played music on an ocean cruiser before returning
to Britain. He was now settled, with a happy marriage and a
job in computer translation. Still, he did not forget about the
radio recordings. Sure, that’s the Richard I knew, always full
of life and undeterred enthusiasm. I was more than happy for
him.

As years passed, the chance to co-author a book with
Richard has long gone. Indeed, as many things have changed,
I would rather leave the project to gather dust. But
occasionally when I look back on those days, something still
glimmers, striving to come out and shine in that corridor.

What matters in life is not what happens to you, but
what you remember and how you remember it.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez



No matter how well and how long we live, our time on earth will inevitably come to an end. Yet, through their exceptional
works, writers are able to live on and remain fondly remembered by future generations. Find out interesting facts about special
days dedicated to some of the most popular literary figures by answering the following questions.

1. World Book Day is celebrated annually on 23 April, the
anniversary of the death of a British playwright and poet.
Who is he?

2. Every year in the third week of July, fans of an American
novelist hold a look-alike contest on the island of Key West
in Florida. Who is this literary legend?

3. Read Across America Day is celebrated each year on
2 March, the birthday of children’s literature writer and
illustrator Theodor Geisel, who is best known by one of his
pseudonyms. What is it?

4. Burns Night is celebrated every year on 25 January in honour
of the birthday of Robert Burns. Traditionally, which poem
of the Scottish poet is sung at the conclusion of the celebration?

5. International Children’s Book Day is set on 2 April as a

homage to a Danish fairy tale writer born on this day. Who
is he?

. J.R.R. Tolkien is known for his fantasy novels The Lord of

the Rings and The Hobbit. The birthday of two hobbit
characters is now celebrated as Hobbit Day. Which day of
the year is it?

. Biographer’s Day is set on 16 May to commemorate James

Boswell’s first-ever meeting with the subject of his
biographical work back in 1763. Who is this person?

. Cultural activities are held around the globe on 16 June every

year to mark the day immortalised by James Joyce in his
novel Ulysses. What is this day known as?

Please send your entry by fax (2521 8772) or email (csbolrs @csb.gov.hk) to the Editorial Board of Word Power by 29 February
2024. 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 ten to win

a prize. The Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.

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

Department: Post:

Tel. No.: Email:
BI85 VLT 15358 o 1 4 5 T8 3 2o SR A -
- o K e B BRI

N 36 ) 3 LA b

; fif ’ ﬁf”{ e e BEH ABEFER
o ST e F B S TEE5E
4 s o HilAE R FiIEH e Bkt
5. REFH 10. AL AR TXBH % Emma Yeung fREA

Issue No. 95 (April 2024) : Beginning
Issue No. 96 (July 2024) : Ending

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details.

ZRTAENA ST IIE  BR
ZRTWAAEABIILEARIE | BR
W b S B o A -

ORI YR SESERM Prof. Grant Hamilton Hon Chinese Adviser Dr Hung Yeuk-chun Hon English Adviser Prof. Grant Hamilton
TN MERLE ZH Rt Wi PR Lt Chairman ~ Mr Tin Kai-yin Member ~ Ms Vivian Lau Executive Editor ~ Ms Michelle Lau
ZH FREL L ZH WIEE DhBLAR 6 Se Member M Jerry Chen Member  Ms Karen Lee Assistant Editor ~~ Mr Martin Siu
ZH RERSEE ZH BiER Lt Member ~ Ms Jessica Ho Member  Mr Simon Leung

ZH IF Lt ZH SRR &L Member ~ Miss Brenda Lau Member ~ Mr Johnny Yu

UNEFAR T AR5 S o - S A S A Vs e A 66 WE S SBUR 1 5 1 J 2310 AT B B i 52 ik SCH B A0 G A& B & > SRS csbolrs@csb.gov.hk

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).

(8]


https://www.csb.gov.hk/hkgcsb/ol/news/no94/html/contribution.html
https://www.csb.gov.hk/hkgcsb/ol/news/no94/html/contribution.html



