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i s Research Fellow at the University of Queensland and has 
been a translator for Renditions since 1996. He worked 011 the 
editorial staff of Renditions in 1998 and 1999. 

I am a bit of a dreamer-anyone who knows me can tell you t hat. Bu ild 

cast les in t he sky su its my right down to t he ground; when it comes to 

practical details, however, I'm far less assured. 

I had to pi nch mysel f repeatedly (ment ally, at least) when I fi rst t urned up 

fo r work at t he Research Cent re fo r Translation in 1998. It was like a dream 

come t rue. Walking into t he Institut e of Ch inese St ud ies, t he one t hought in 

mind was t hat t his was t he place where Renditions was publ ished, t he 

t hat had beguiled, enl ightened and inspi red me so much when I was 

ig norant undergradua te bumbl ing and st ru ggling t hrough my painful ea 

ne 
?J r 

「c
s

『｀
of Mandarin. 

I quickly fell in love with t he physical surround ings of t he Institute. 

could imagine a better bu ild ing t o work in, organ ized around a fi sh pond a 

open to t he skies? That fi ne pool—an elegant com position of water, rocks a 

colourful sh immering scales-was a great aid to problem-solving. In 

O ► o >。,》

Copyri
gh

t ©
 2003. R

ese
arc

h C
en

tre
 fo

r T
ran

sla
tio

n, T
he C

hinese
 U

nive
rsi

ty 
of H

ong K
ong



or fatig ue, I would leave my fi rst-fl oor offi ce and st and overlooking it, watch ing how t he gold 

ana t he wh ite fi sh and t he darkly-coloured fi sh swam in schools past one another, wh ile in my mind nouns 

引図 verbs and ad」 ecti ves would swirl in slowly merging patterns as I groped after t he most sati sfyi ng 

rran gement. 

me, t he Cent re was an ideal environment fo r t he aspi ring t ranslator. The gleaming metal t hermos I 

morn ing at my door was a tangible symbol of all my hopes fo r t he day ahead, a day measured 

雪 u t in teacups and so many sent ences read or checked or written; t hat simple discip line gave me so much 

忞a i m and quiet and order. 

course, ot her parts of t he CUHK campus were less reassuring, but t hey left me with unforgettable 

I was, fo r inst ance, regularly terror-st ricken by lunch-ti mes at t he pool-side cant een. After 

outside to pay fo r my order of vegetables, rice and vitasoy, I would inch fo rward in an enormous 

wh ich did its best to squeeze single-fi le down t he short, narrow stairway to t he kitchens. Here, when 

t urn came, I would announce my order in garbled Cantonese to t he generally daunti ng cooks, point t o t he 

uiarons of food beh ind t hem if necessary, and hope like hell t hat I was underst ood. I was grateful beyond 

when I found mysel f past t he stampede with a plate of what I'd asked fo r in my hand! 

liv ing cond itions were also beyond all expectations. Befo re I arrived in Hong Kong, I had imagined 

liv ing in some cram ped shoebox of vacant space, dist racted by crowds and endless noise. In real ity, 

nd mysel f in a Span ish v illa in t he v illage of Cheung Shue Tan within easy walking distance of work and 

to t he magical hills of Ta i Po Kau. Al though I don't know what a cheung shue (cam phor t ree) looks like, 

』,辶/\Jas certainly surrounded by an abundance of plant life, as well as st reams and unexpected wild t hings. One 

return ing late from a shopping t rip to Shati n, I discovered a crab on my doorst ep, waving one 

pped claw at me in the light of a wan ing moon. In t he warmer mont hs, a fl ower-covered slope 

the window where I had my desk was t ransformed into a liv ing butterfly exh ibit t hat constant ly 

itself with an array of t he most ext raord inary insect s. 
． ► 。 ► ． ►
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Apart f rom such spectacles in nat ure, I was also int rigued by some of my human neighbours. 

balcony of my fi rst-floor f lat overlooked a small, irregular plot of land cul tivat ed by a mysterious old wom呂「I

who collected all sorts of odds and ends. Once I saw her dragging long planks of wood t hat she'd up 

from somewhere to re info rce a fence. I sti ll remember t he st r iking, contemporary scarecrows she made out 

of discarded dolls, plasti c bags and ot her material she hoped would be effective in her relent less war on 

local bird life. 

Th is divers ity in my home life was well and t rul y mirrored in my work at t he Cent re: I had never 

made to read so many different kinds of Ch inese in my life. During t he last mont hs of my fi nal v isit late in 

1999, I was read ing quasi-classical Ch inese and imagining myself to make sense of what I absorbed! I'm su尸

I wasn' t t he fi rst person to be pushed beyond his or her (sel f-i mposed) limitati ons by the demand of work 訌

t he Cent re. Inspi red to recklessness by this atmosphere of all-rounded accomplishment, I was even fool 

enough to attempt t he t ranslation of a short story by t he incom parable Eileen Chang. I have no doubt t hat 

t his is t he most difficul t piece of writi ng t hat I have ever attempted to t ranslate, and it was only t hanks to 

over-generous assistance of more t han a few ind iv iduals t hat saved me from making a com plet e 

mysel f. Perhaps t his experience gave me one of my best lessons during my ti me at t he Centre-profess i on旵

humility, and t he courage t o ask fo r help when you need it, are ind ispensable qual ities fo r a t ranslator to 

have. 

In Walden, Henry Thoreau makes a stat ement t hat fits well with my days working on Renditions.'If 

will bu ild cast les in t he air,'he writes,'Your work need not be lost. That is where they should be. Now put 

foundations under t hem.'Alt hough I conti nue to bu ild cloud-cast les of t he unstead iest kind, I know that 

experience at t he Cent re helped me lay at least t he start of a serviceable foundati on. 圏
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