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Imagine that your favourite writers are not who you thought
they were. Those gripping science fiction books were actually
written by an elderly woman, while the romance novels that made
you swoon were penned by a middle-aged man. Surely all writers
long to see their names on the cover of a best-seller, so why would
they choose to mask their identities and write under pseudonyms?
The reasons are more varied than you may think.

In the 19th century, literature by women was dismissed as
sentimental, frivolous and tethered to the domestic sphere. The
Bronté sisters—Charlotte, Emily and Anne—published their works
under the names “Currer”, “Ellis” and *“Acton Bell” respectively,
keeping only their initials. Charlotte Bronté later explained, “We
did not like to declare ourselves women, because ... we had a
vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with
prejudice.” Mary Ann Evans became George Eliot to sidestep
such prejudice, hoping that her works would be judged on merit
rather than gender. The aliases allowed these women to break into
a male-dominated literary world, leaving us with some of the most
celebrated works of Western literature.

Even as society progresses, and women are no longer confined
to writing what George Eliot once called “silly novels”, readers
often carry assumptions about a genre’s style, themes, tropes, and
even the gender of its authors. Joanne Rowling adopted the gender-
neutral pen name “J.K.” at the suggestion of her publisher, who
believed that a fantasy novel written by a woman might deter young
male readers. Science fiction, long dominated by male authors,
offers another striking example. In the 1970s, James Tiptree Jr.
stunned the genre with a voice that was dark, intelligent and
unapologetically irreverent. It was not until a decade later that the
mysterious author turned out to be Alice B. Sheldon—a former
military intelligence analyst, CIA officer, artist, psychologist, and a
female. Such a revelation ignited heated debates about gender and
voice in literature.

Interestingly, the mask has also worked the other way.
Male writers in romance—a genre centred on emotional depth
and relationships—have adopted feminine pseudonyms to avoid
potential reader bias. Vanessa Royall was actually Michael T.
Hinkemeyer. Emma Blair was lain Blair, and Jessica Stirling was
Hugh C. Rae. Tom E. Huff, writing as Jennifer Wilde, achieved
phenomenal success with works such as Love’s Tender Fury, which
went through 41 printings in just five years. In their cases, a pen

name was not a shield against dismissal but a ticket to credibility
with a largely female readership.

For some, a pseudonym is not so much a matter of prejudice
as necessity. James Herriot, the cherished author of All Creatures
Great and Small, was actually James Alfred Wight, a practising
veterinarian who chose a pen name to comply with professional
guidelines against advertising. John Creasey, best known for his
crime fiction, used an astonishing 28 pen names to publish more
than 600 books of a wide range of genres. In fact, prolific authors
are often encouraged by publishers to adopt multiple identities as a
marketing device.

Sometimes it is the desire to write a different genre or explore
a new style that drives a writer towards pseudonymity. Nora
Roberts, already a giant in romance fiction, began writing futuristic
crime novels under the name “J.D. Robb”. Even after her identity
was revealed, she has continued to publish the series under the same
name, establishing a distinct literary brand. Similarly, J.K. Rowling
has adopted the pseudonym Robert Galbraith for her Cormoran
Strike crime series. These pen names allow authors to craft separate
worlds, unfettered by the expectations attached to their established
reputations.

Regardless of the reason, having a nom de plume can be
profoundly liberating. As Oscar Wilde insightfully observed, “Man
is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask,
and he will tell you the truth.” For William Sharp, a Scottish writer,
novelist, biographer and poetry editor, the mask took the form
of “Fiona Macleod”, a fictitious persona he maintained for years
through both his writing and carefully orchestrated correspondence.
As Fiona Macleod, Sharp explored mystical, Celtic-inspired themes
with a lyrical and introspective style that stands in stark contrast
to the more grounded and intellectual tone of his works published
under his own name.

Pseudonyms, it seems, are far more than mere disguises. They
can be marketing tools, shields, or even masks that allow writers the
freedom to express thoughts and ideas unencumbered by societal
expectations or personal identity. Yet, in the end, great writing
transcends gender and identity. In the preface to The Tenant of
Wildfell Hall, Anne Bronté wrote, “If a book is a good one, it is so
whatever the sex of the author may be.” Indeed, for us as readers, it
is not the name on the cover that matters, but the story within.



B

AR > — A B AR S A MR SO R E HE T M
M HEFER - A NGRS PR EH BT Hd T
ANAGT 5 ANTI A S A RSt o 78 B BRI A
e ERMERY ; AANEERESES L LN
B o TSN ST A — AR R A R — L o

LEHEXR T Bt PR Lty —H
DU AT o R 207 19753 R RETLK
—i i LR - AERMHTEREME > FRER
Zf o BHEEM HAR - B ® R E > SRR
Mk b JREAET ~ MIBFEY L - L& —v—% 15
s F A DUE L REISTE » BOURE “ LB o

FEIA Y “EHRXT o TR EEER T AR
HEHENT ? ERMMEE B -

FEARME SR AR ~ =D A HEMEIEN TR L
REZBAKEHER T - RAEAEL AT HE A F o BIfE
B o FREEN o SR kBRI ~ #
F I SRR R 2 1t 1 4% S RO BT [E] - IR R B E Y 0 R
EAEH ST - MRS RS BT BELE
MR 2 “H L7 o BT RHBERE (LE 20 Hif
AR R EL T ELE  AREBEARSY o HBUA
a0 EHRACETREN o BN MEA K 2 AR B
IR NI ZE25 ~ BRI ~ ~F I s 28
L S LORFAE AL (HIMERR CETLK 28 M Sre bk 2 1
AL S BB 0 DARSRL I 8 R ) o 10 LA i 0 LA
REF o

Tk — A A AR EE O AR B A B0 P RIAE R ~ 1
TERAE G4 R LR - B REREELRH > AMER
BEE  BEBROMAEMRK WAL MRE  —ENER
F o HHZFULEETIH 5% BE LR TRAEZE
BLeh Ok o R ELAv KM o B2 PY A H1\FIA4-6 ~ 7NANH

—p-

oy
 —

e T

WRIEN o AR R & R > BEAC  FR > B
EHARTE > R —5F > B—af > BHECK#ERE > REMA
MRGE > PRI & - NABE Rl EE
FrISRE =K WEHELHWMBH = HEER > %
MEERNHATIES - URERLEL TS HEE > &
A ErhEAME R BE 0 JRIRE K e

BT WS ETEE > - R
BEv B AR FRETM > B R CBER A o A
EiA “ASEERE” ER  LEBERZRAMES A
RS o AR BERANE - DU AR A S S R -

LENMER U ZHERR R EE TH » BR R4
FHEE WA B R A Gk o BAERA > TLK R 2
ERAR LR L W E RO o F5E g
HEBLHNGRATR MR R REREE  REEFR
AR B TR R 25— O A [E R o BN R SR T R Y
JHF o WA B R AR

HRES T > LHEtHRERRERBE > EFAHZES
PEEAI “BE"  LERRRE - BT Lt/ \HER
A TR 2B RE RIS AR A
Y o “EENE > RE-MAEMGEGEREAREGL
EREABGGE A > HEIMRRILDOR o LHAMELE
ZEREBFNERIIBFREMIEE LB E AR > HRR
HAER IR o bR 7 RERE 75 A0/ NaR (BAEEM R ) Al
ORIk ~ 2B BEA T L A1 A RS o BIRRE A 1 R
AR S 2 () - DUR SR 2% Ml F A3 R R Y
(EEE) MUK L ERBTE -

LB EE R P SE R AEEAE > EREHER > R
BT ~ A HEELREE o JRA R — 2 — )
H— MR AR E o IR E LR B 58 E AL R AR
HBEACHEN °



Throughout history, people have concealed truths about
themselves—race, sexuality, religion, and so on—not only to
survive but also to thrive in a society that might otherwise reject
them. Two such remarkable figures are James Barry and Belle
da Costa Greene, whose extraordinary achievements were only
possible because of a secret they took to their graves.

James Barry

In the summer of 1865, Dr James Barry died of dysentery,
a common killer of the time. The final wish of the celebrated
military surgeon was anything but ordinary: to be buried in the
clothes he died in without an examination. While preparing the
body for burial, a charwoman made a dumbfounding discovery:
Dr Barry was, in her words, “a perfect female”.

James Barry was born Margaret Anne Bulkley in Cork,
Ireland, around 1789. After her father was imprisoned for debts,
Margaret moved to London with her mother, and later came into a
modest inheritance from her uncle, the Irish romantic artist James
Barry. In 1809, Margaret adopted her uncle’s name, disguised
herself as a man, and entered the University of Edinburgh to study
medicine—a discipline from which women were excluded at the
time.

Barry became a qualified surgeon in 1813. Several months
later, he enlisted in the British Army as a hospital assistant. Thus
began an extraordinary career spanning half a century and took
him across the British Empire, from South Africa to Canada. By
1857, Barry reached the rank of Inspector General of Hospitals—
one of the highest army medical positions.

Barry was short-tempered, quick with argument and
uncompromising wit. His relentless efforts to improve sanitation
and medical care often brought him into conflict with his
superiors, earning him several reprimands for insubordination
and discourteous behaviour. He even challenged others to a duel
over remarks about his slim build or high-pitched voice. Florence
Nightingale described him as “the most hardened creature | ever
met”. Despite his contentious personality, Barry’s exceptional
skill and unwavering dedication to saving lives were indisputable.
He advocated for humane patient care, and performed the first
recorded successful caesarean in the British Empire.

Had Barry’s last wish been honoured, he might have been
remembered solely as a healthcare pioneer. Instead, his legacy
has been overshadowed by debates about his gender identity.
Was he a cisgender woman forced to masquerade as a man,
or a transgender man in modern terms? In the epigraph to his
medical thesis, Barry cited a quotation from the Greek dramatist
Menander: “Do not consider whether what | say is a young man
speaking, but whether my discussion with you is that of a man of
understanding.” Perhaps we should simply take him at his word.
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Belle da Costa Greene

In celebration of its centenary as a public institution, the
Morgan Library & Museum in New York opened an exhibition
titled “Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy” in October
2024, paying homage to its inaugural director: the woman who
spent more than four decades building its world-class collection.

Greene started managing the private library of J.P. Morgan
in 1905. This vivacious lady in her twenties was in charge of
an invaluable collection of rare books, manuscripts, music
sheets, drawings and prints. Her expertise, impeccable taste and
prowess in acquisition made her an indispensable figure in the
male-dominated art world. Stylish and charismatic, she defied
the conventional librarian stereotype. She once quipped, “Just
because | am a librarian doesn’t mean | have to dress like one!”
Indeed, her curatorial triumphs at auctions were frequently
chronicled in newspapers, often accompanied by photographs of
her in lavish outfits and words of admiration. When the Morgan
Library became a public institution in 1924, she was appointed its
director and oversaw its expansion until her retirement in 1948.

Few knew that Greene’s success hinged on a carefully
guarded secret: she was passing as white.

Belle da Costa Greene was born Belle Marion Greener
in 1879 to an African-American family. Her father Richard T.
Greener was the first black graduate of Harvard and a prominent
racial justice activist. After her parents separated, her mother
changed the family’s surname to dissociate themselves from
Richard and hide their ethnic origin and identity, taking advantage
of their relatively light skin to pass as white. By replacing
the children’s middle name with “da Costa”, a Portuguese
surname, she fabricated their ancestry to help explain their olive
complexion.

Passing as white allowed the culturally deracinated Greene
access to career opportunities and elite social circles that were
closed to black women in a highly segregated America. She went
on to become one of the most intellectually accomplished women
of her time. Upon her death in 1950, The New York Times lauded
her as “one of the best-known librarians in the country”.

Greene’s success, however, came at a price. Hiding a secret
identity meant living in a perpetual fear of exposure. Towards
the end of her life, she destroyed her diaries and personal
correspondence, leaving little trace of her inner thoughts.

The stories of James Barry and Belle da Costa Greene stand
not only as a powerful testament to the transformative force of
intellect, vision and will, but also as an indictment of societal
prejudice and discrimination that demand such concealment. They
prompt us to ponder how society may need to evolve to embrace
rather than exclude those who defy its norms.
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Idioms about secrecy are as colourful and varied as secrets
themselves. They reflect our human impulse to conceal, and
our occasional blunders in the art of discretion. Let’s delve into
some of these linguistic gems and explore how they describe the
complexities of keeping (or spilling) secrets.

Mum’s the word

In this expression, “mum” has nothing to do with a mother
or an Egyptian mummy. It is imitative of an inarticulate sound
made with closed lips and means “silent” in Middle English.
The word can be found in some of Shakespeare’s works, such
as Henry VI, where the treacherous priest John Hume declares,
“Seal up your lips and give no words but mum.” By the 17th
century, “mum’s the word” had entered common usage as a
colloquial exhortation to maintain secrecy.

During World War 11, the idiom found new life in the British
government’s “Careless Talk Costs Lives” campaign. Slogans
like “Be like Dad, keep Mum” and “Keep Mum, she’s not so
dumb” used wordplay to warn civilians and servicemen against
divulging sensitive military information, while also reflecting
broader societal attitudes towards women. Such patronising
language stands in stark contrast to the reality of the time, as
countless women—including the unsung heroines involved in
the codebreaking operation at Bletchley Park—demonstrated
extraordinary intelligence and discretion in wartime efforts,
shattering stereotypes through their pivotal contributions.

Keep it under your hat

Why a hat? One theory suggests that it symbolises the
head—a repository for thoughts safely concealed from prying
eyes. Originating in 19th-century Britain, this phrase initially
meant to keep an idea to oneself. By the time it crossed the
Atlantic, its meaning had evolved to keeping confidences.

A famous practitioner of the idiom in the real sense
was Abraham Lincoln who had the peculiar habit of using
his stovepipe hat as a briefcase, literally keeping important
documents in the lining. This historical nugget adds a touch of
whimsy to the expression that continues to be a practical and
poetic way to emphasise confidentiality.

On the QT

If discretion is paramount, you might urge one to keep
something “on the QT”, in which QT is a shortened form of
“guiet”. Some speculate that its roots lie in the Latin phrase quae
tacenda, meaning “things that must not be spoken of”.

Modern usage varies, with some styling it as “on the q.t.”
with periods and lowercase letters, while others prefer the
uppercase abbreviation. Take this example from the New York
Post: “Rich women across the world have a secret way of making
big bucks: selling their castoffs on the QT.”

Spill the beans

The origins of “spill the beans” are murky, but a popular
theory links it to ancient Greek voting practices, where beans
were placed in jars to signify choices. If someone knocked over
the jar, the results would be revealed prematurely.

By the 20th century, the phrase had expanded to describe
any situation where someone upset the status quo by revealing
information. Today, it is often used in a light-hearted manner,
especially when coaxing someone to reveal a juicy titbit, as in
“Come on, spill it”.

Loose lips sink ships

This phrase emerged during World War 1l as part of a US
propaganda campaign warning that careless talk could bring
calamities. Congressman Andrew May learned this lesson the
hard way. After returning from a tour of the war zone in 1943,
he inadvertently told the press that Japanese depth charges were
set too shallow to threaten US submarines. The adversary took
note and adjusted its tactics, allegedly resulting in significant
American losses.

Although its wartime context is long gone, “loose lips
sink ships” remains a powerful caution against reckless gossip
in everyday life. These days, loose lips are more likely to sink
friendships than battleships.

Secrets—whether kept or spilled—are part of what makes us
human. Whether you are urged to “keep mum”, asked to “keep it
under your hat” or tempted to “spill the beans”, remember: secrets
are like toothpaste—once out, they can never be put back in.

If you reveal your secrets to the wind you should not

@Mime the wind for revealing them to the trees.
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The following winners will be notified individually by email:

;:Eweeiga\t)er;ors ; \s,\elzlzi;ons Chan Cheuk-kwan REO || Lau Wai-chu, Josephine CSD
3. Scottish 9. contrasting Chou Wai-fun - Judiciary | | Li Yuk-fong DH

4.emblem 10.thorns Hailey Chow | MD || Ng Yiu-fai CsD
5. rose-tinted 11.joy Fiona Kee | EDB | ‘ William Shiu Ka-lok REO
6.bloom 12.pain Kong Wing-yan | LandsD | | Yip Kwok-leung AFCD

“ERCRAEEAR AMEE: A

Issue No. 100 (July 2025) : One Hundred
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ocE R AR SR EEF'? Prof. Grant Hamilton

Issue No. 101 (October 2025) : As Time Goes By

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

Hon Chinese Adviser Dr Hung Yeuk-chun ~ Hon English Adviser Prof. Grant Hamilton

T HAEEEAE =B y#;‘ai T4 BE¥541/ Chairman MrTin Kai-yin Member Ms Jessica Ho Executive Editor Ms Michelle Lau /
ZB fEmAd Lt &8 St SRR Member  Miss Kathy Chan ~ Member Miss Sylvia Ip Mr Andy Ng
ZH BFEEZ L RE BEEELL BB AsEc4: Member  Mrlerry Chen Member Ms Jackie Mok  Assistant Editor Mr Martin Siu
ZH Rt B WiHELL Member ~ MsKam Cheng ~ Member Mr Thomas Wong
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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@csh.gov.hk).
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