Hong Kong

Some thirty years ago, | took a most interesting software contract. A former coworker went to
an interview but was not interested because of the travel requirements. He suggested that they
contact me. My interview was the usual bout of arcane questions as well as good cops and bad
cop routine.. What intrigued me were the technologies and the opportunity to design
experiments as well as write code. Nothing was said about travel.

For this contract the backstory was that Great Britain was soon approaching the date when
Hong Kong would be handed over to the Chinese Communists. Hong Kong’s plan was to have
no cash and lots of debt when their brethren from the North took over control. Even new
builders were demolished. Their old airport, which was in the middle of a high density area, was
being replaced by an artificial island. For the tricky winds at the new airport the world's most
advanced foul weather detection system was contracted to the world's foremost weather
scientists - NCAR here in Boulder .

| was hired by the Hong Kong Royal Observatory to design experiments to test and verify the
operation of this system. Although NCAR was full of PhD scientists, their software chops were
not so advanced. In addition | was to manage a team of Chinese software engineers located in
Hong Kong as well as the software engineers at NCAR.

Every so often Hong Kong Engineers came to Boulder. They always wanted to hike Rocky
Mountain National park. | guess the oldest lad was barely in his late twenties. One asked to
climb a fourteener peak. On a sunny summer day | marched Jason Ho and his wife Rebecca Li
up the trail to Grays and Torreys peaks. On their trips to Boulder we discussed designs, | ran
some software classes, and we enjoyed Colorado. Most of the time we were writing code in an
office at NCAR.

My contract was funky. Although my manager, Dr. Ophelia Lee, was an official in the Royal
Observatory, | was made a faculty member of the Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology. HKUST was founded only 5 years earlier from horse racing revenue. All buildings
were architectural gems located on hills overlooking Clearwater Bay. Very long and covered
escalators carried the large student population up and down the hillsides rain or shine. Student
enrollment was about 15,000 undergraduate students. The only degrees offered were
Business, Engineering, Chemistry, Physics and Computer Science. The beautiful campus
included common facilities like the library and dining areas.

I was paid by a monthly Check which | picked up and signed for at the Post Office. After a few
days the money was credited to my Boulder account.

Eventually, enough of the foul-weather gear was in place on the island so | flew to Hong
Kong. Sue and | made plans for my being gone. We both wanted to raise our two children,
ages 9 and 7, in Chinese culture. | checked out apartments (nobody has a house)
transportation (nobody has a car) and schools in the English-ex-pat community.

| was housed in the visiting faculty hotel on campus which was spacious and private. From the
Campus bus terminal it was a short walk to the metro or the ferries among the islands. Being a
soon-to-be former British colony most signs were in both English and in Chineses. Wandering
about, going to concerts, a championship badminton tourney, Cricket games and just plain



people watching filled my weekends. Since the Chinese took lots of holidays and cleared out of
the university | was often left on my own.

Being in Hong Kong was a non-stop adventure. Years before, as part of the Colorado
Mycological Society | learned to grow mushrooms. The leading journal on mushroom cultivation
was “Mushroom Cultivation In The Tropics" and | had subscribed for years. | arranged to meet
the editor at the old Hong Kong University. Alas, last minute hiccups scuttled the meeting but
just walking around the old campus made the trip worthwhile.

Our lab was a few large rooms off the beaten path in the Engineering building. One day, Jason
respectfully, as he always was, kindly asked me to leave the lab for the rest of the day. A Feng
Shui ceremony was performed. WHen | returned the next day | did not notice any changes.

My routine was wake up, walk to the food court for breakfast, take an escalator and dodge the
mobs of students, and then settle into the lab until the end of the day. For dinner it was always
dim sum. My co-workers were all native Hong Kong and knew where to go. A bus ride, subway
ride, then walk narrow streets until Jason would stop and motion our small band to walk up or
down some stairs to very small rooms. Chinese was spoken. Food appeared. Patiently, a
finger would sometimes point to a platter and say, "Scott you don’t want to eat this”. Then they
would navigate this red-haired gwyolo back to the subway and the next day we would repeat.

For my experiments | cooked the data to feed the scientific weather instruments. | learned how
to create huge datasets with parameterized distributions back when | was responsible for
statistical software at the University Computing center. Data with known characteristics is
essential for verifying algorithms. Once, as luck would have it, Typhoon Sally came through
Hong Kong. The Scientists were ecstatic to get real data. | remember two days straight
standing at the outdoor entrance to my first floor hotel room and watching sheets, no walls of
rain, that were warm and only inches away.

If you wanted to learn Chinese, classes were free. | signed up, did the homework, practiced
with my lab mates, but never got the hang of it. Then learning became mandatory for everyone
since the Chinese characters had different pronunciations for the Communists. Again | tried
and again failed. My only success, at least by my standards, was late one night when | was
alone in the lab debugging some of Paul’s code. The phone rang. Should I pick it up? Oh well,
i lifted the receiver and said in my best Indiana accent, “Hello. Computing Lab”, drawing out the
words long enough to tip off that this was English being spoken. After a pause, the person
asked for Tony Wong. No one with that last name of Wong worked at the lab. But my native
smartass kicked in. | said, revelling in my own cleverness, “Please consider that you do not
have Wong number”. They hung up.

The HKUST library was huge and bigger than Norlin. Over one holiday everyone left for three
days. | holed up in a section with obscure books by Frege and RUssel. Foolish me. | have
never found those books anywhere else.

After a while Sue came to Hong Kong to check it out. Her parents took care of Nick and Katie. |
took vacation time and wanted to see the terracotta soldiers near Xian in mainland china. Sue
got advice from the royal observatory staff and took public transportation to buy us tickets at a
travel agent. She returned excited. She had booked us for a “great deal” to see the island of



Bali. It's another story, but we flew to the island, hired a sketchy teenager and driver to drive us
to the highest point, and then spent the rest of the week hiking down to the ocean.

Only once was | afraid while on this gig. The HKUST engineering secretary approached me
with a stack of papers. My employee visa will expire in a few days. The papers included a
ferry boat ticket to the Portuguese colony of Macau. The papers, all in Chinese, would readmit
me to Hong Kong with my new visa.

Macau was also an adventure. At the time | was still working on my graduate degree in
Philosophy. | found a pedicab rider who looked like a dead ringer for one of my thesis advisers,
and paid the guy lots of money to pedal me up and down the hills. He spoke no English but was
pleased with all the money,

Returning from Macau. when | disembarked in Hong Kong | was escorted by uniformed officers
to a small room. In it were maybe ten other folks and a few animals. | just sat. No one would
talk to me. All | heard were a few harsh Chinese words. The hour got late. Finally | was taken
to another room and plopped in a chair in front of another officer. He spoke in Chinese. | made
some gestures explaining my ignorance. Then in broken English he went through every item on
the visa form - name, local purpose for being in HK and on and on. At one point he got up and
left. | was alone except for two guards. After about an hour they kicked me out of the building
and in the darkness | went back to HKUST,.

The scientific project moved along and it was time for the first round of verification. A room of
twenty of us, now a much older crowd, gathered at a table. One at a time each of my
experiments were read, in Chinese, to the group. Discussion followed. Then, a signature paper
was passed around. | had my own stamp which had my name both in English and CHinese. |
stamped at the bottom in my space. THen we reviewed the next experiment. It was not a
cheery lot.

One early morning the phone rang in my hotel room. My father had died of a heart attack. A
memorial service was planned a few days back in Indiana. Sue knew this and was making
arrangements. | bought a duffle bag, filled it with kid size fiddles,, and arranged a flight to
Denver. Atthe lab | said | needed a few weeks away to attend to my Dad’s funeral. Heavy
depression set in. | would never return.

At the airport Nick and Katie gave me big hugs. On the drive home to Boulder from the airport,
with a child at each side, Nick asked why | came home. When | told him grandfather had died
Nick burst into tears.



