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1 In summer 1978, my family and | had returned to Hong Kong after my
| year-long sabbatical leave spent in Cambridge, England when the Head
of United College, Professor S S Hsueh, asked me to be the Warden
of Bethlehem Hall, a brand new building then. That sounding both
attractive and challenging, | readily accepted the invitation.

At that time, the addition of a second student hostel on the campus of United College
was something of a landmark in the development of the College. Not only did the hostel
offer accommodation for an additional 200 students, it also provided an opportunity for
these students to experience group life as well as to make the best use of the College’s
various facilities in support of their studies. It was in this context that they could learn
such skills as cooperation, sharing and mutual support. It was also in this context that
various student organizations and their activities could thrive in ways better than they
otherwise could. The presence of a new hostel made a considerable difference in the
informal education and extra-curricular life that the College offered its students.

| remember well how, in the early days of Bethlehem Hall, the new resident students’
association was formed and inaugurated with excitement. Office bearers of the
association worked heartily to serve fellow residents in more ways than one, including
running a tuck shop selling snacks, drinks and miscellaneous items. Sometimes its
business was really good. They also worked closely with me, along with administrative
staff of the Dean of Students’ Office, in the acquisition of furniture and various pieces
of equipment for the hostel. The hostel being a new one, there were many details that
we had to attend to.

As we were adjacent to Adam Schall Residence, my wife and | got to know its Director,
Father Kane, and Directress, Sister Rose, quite well. We often chatted about what we
could do to serve the hostels better, and we exchanged notes on problems each hostel
faced. There was also much interaction between students of the two hostels. Some
of the activities organized by the residents’ associations involved both hostels,
including debating and even cooking contests. | remember taking my two young
children to sample some fine food at the cooking contests. As warden, | was present
in many of these activities to share fun and fellowship with many resident students.

One of my best memories of my wardenship years was the High Table Dinners that |
helped to plan and launch in 1980 when | was also Dean of Students (1979-80) of the
College. The dinners were held about six times a semester at the College’s Staff
Common Room to provide an opportunity for resident students of the two hostels to
spend a relaxing evening with teachers (about five or six each time) and fellow students.

A special guest was invited to each dinner and to speak to the gathering of about 40
to 50 participants over dinner. All participating students, who got their chance by prior
registration, had to observe a dress code that was appropriate for the occasion. As it
turned out, these dinners were well received by students as a unique experience to
listen to a talk on an interesting topic, to learn social etiquette, and to hone their
interpersonal skills. This programme, made possible by the cooperation of the two
hostels, their resident tutors, and the Dean of Students’ Office, was indeed a
memorable part of campus life at United College at that time.

Hostel life for students in those days was both similar to and different from what it is
now. Similarities were largely in the diverse expressions of the energy and vitality of
youth, whereas many differences were observable in how residents actually spent their
time. The lobby on the ground level was always a busy and lively place, especially in
the evening when a large crowd would gather in front of the communal television. Most
doors and windows were open, not only in the lobby area but also on other floors, to
provide better ventilation since air-conditioning was not available in the hostel building.
As there were no mobile phones then, students who wanted to make calls would have
to use communal phones in and near the lobby. The queues were sometimes long.
Consequently, the place was constantly bustling with activity and noise, to which were
added the loud announcements of dinner orders over a megaphone in the student
canteen a stone’s throw from the hostel. In a way, hostel life for students was perhaps
more interesting if only because there were more face-to-face encounters, although
there was none of the modern comfort and convenience of air-conditioning, mobile
phones and personal computers (some now also have mini fridges and TVs) in rooms.
It was, one might say, a different world, but a world giving me and others who were
there then many fond memories nonetheless.

Like other student hostels on the campus of CUHK, Bethlehem Hall is the kind of place
where learning is fostered, friends are made, and leaders groomed. A quarter century
has passed. The resident students of yesteryear are now parents, administrators,
teachers, business people, and professionals of various kinds, many of whom being
also accomplished leaders in their field. The chairman of the first resident students’
association of Bethlehem Hall, for example, who was also a photography enthusiast
among students, is now a successful lawyer. Some others who worked with him to
serve fellow students have become managers in banks and other business concerns.
Hostel life to them must have been a valuable and memorable part of their education
that sowed the seeds of industry, creativity, and sociability, all of which have now come
to fruition. The more | think about my years as Warden of Bethlehem Hall, the more
| feel proud to have been associated with these accomplished individuals and others
like them when they were students.
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