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Cow Mui1

1 

day-off

 
To escape the so-
days off at a remote rural farm. She was twenty-three that year, still studying art curation at 

pay was little more than pocket money, barely enough to cover her travel costs, but the room 
and board mattered far more. For two or three days each week, she could step away from the 

 

 
In Hong Kong, where land and labour are prohibitively expensive, farms can survive only on 
a modest scale. Harvests are small, transport and distribution are difficult, and city residents 
favour imported produce. Even so, Ai felt that the farm she worked at was doing reasonably 
well. Its distance from the city, reachable only by car and ferry, gave it little appeal for 
developers and spared it from the threat of repossession. Spanning more than forty thousand 
square feet, the farm was tended by two seasoned old farmers, several strong and capable 
full-time and part-time workers, and two or three apprentices like Ai. 

WhatsApp

 

was that of an assistant to the farmers, taking on small and miscellaneous chores. As the 

1  The nickname  -  (ngau, 
 (mui

affectionate or familiar nicknames for younger females. In this 
. The Cantonese 

pronunciation ngau 
 

not work: in contemporary English it evokes unrelated cultural images and would distort the intimate, locally 
grounded sense of the original. Since  is also the title of the story and carries a strong Hong Kong 
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position was essentially voluntary and the farm so remote that a return journey could easily 
take three or four hours, few people were willing to make the long trek into the hills and 
countryside. Yet agriculture itself is a labour-intensive trade, and the farm was always in 
great need of apprentice farmers. One only had to leave a brief message on WhatsApp, 
stating which days one would be free the following week, and one could go to the farm at any 
time to work in exchange for room and board. 

 
The work was nothing out of the ordinary: picking the coffee cherries once they had ripened 
to a bright red, carrying the hose about to water everything in sight, pulling up weeds, or 
turning the piles of compost. For Ai, who was so accustomed to tasks that demanded thought, 
the mainly physical nature of farm work could at times feel pleasantly simple and light. 

curator
curare

 
At the time, Ai was in her fourth year at university and intended to go into art curation, a 
relatively new profession. Put simply, it required her to devise themes for different kinds of 
exhibitions and to express those ideas through the selection of works on display. The English 
word curator stems from the Latin curare

collection of artworks. 

 
Three centurie
Today, the work has grown intricate and wide-ranging, more like a long tug of war between 

ons, 
picturing themselves employed by grand institutions such as museums, arts centres, 
international galleries or auction houses, dressed with effortless style and confidence as they 
drifted through polished exhibition halls. Only after graduation, once they entered the 
working world, did they learn how quickly one could be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of 
administration. They sought sponsorships, gathered funds, liaised with exhibitors, and 
handled an endless tide of smaller tasks: sound and lighting, equipment hire, insurance 
applications, media releases, and the design of publicity materials. If a client had no budget, 
the curator was often left to do the work alone, guided only by their own hands. 

 
Ai had deep, contemplative eyes and long hair that fell like a black waterfall, though for the 
sake of neatness she usually wore it coiled into a bun. She too had once imagined becoming a 
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painter or a designer, yet she soon understood that she was no prodigy blessed with 
extraordinary artistic gifts, and that a steady full-time post offered a sense of security she 
could not ignore. 

 
She sought harmony in arrangement and order, had a deft command of space, and attended 
closely to every detail. These qualities helped her blend different works of art and create an 
atmosphere for her exhibitions that was distinctive and deeply absorbing. 

 
Sunlight settled on the high towers of Central and Sheung Wan, their glass curtain walls 
throwing back a dazzling cold blue and white light that reflected onto the streets below, 
where cars streamed past in an unbroken tide. In the windows of luxury boutiques, elegant 
goods were arranged with deliberate care, and people in all manner of fashionable attire 
swept through streets and narrow lanes, hurrying between the claims of work and the claims 
of life. 

 
The crowded city was a stage alive with energy and opportunity, a place where people threw 
themselves into the making and the pursuit of their own dreams. 

* 

2 

 
If. 

 
Life is an exhibition, curated by oneself, and perhaps each of us carries some part of our 
history that we neither wish nor find it easy to speak of. 

 

history in disarray and beyond repair. When she was in Primary Five, ten years old, her 
parents divorced. Her father moved out, and she stayed with her mother. She could just about 
recall how, at the beginning, her father would sometimes take her out to play, cycling or 
fishing or whatever else came to mind. Later she heard he had found a new girlfriend, and his 
visits to mother and daughter grew fewer. He continued to provide alimony, though seldom 
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on time and never in generous amounts, and her mother, determined to keep the household 
afloat, had to bury herself in work to earn what she could. 
 

 
Because of all this, Ai learnt to stand on her own from an early age. She went to and from 
school by herself, returned home and microwaved an Eat East rice bowl;2 then, once she had 
eaten, she set about her homework. Her mother was always working, and there was no spare 
money for tutoring, so she faced every test and examination on her own. The school held 
weekly dictation in Chinese and English, and as a child Ai learnt to record the passages on a 

 
She was a solitary child, with few opinions of her own and little inclination to express her 
thoughts. She especially disliked mentioning family matters, believing there was nothing to 
be proud of and fearing that her classmates might look down on her, whisper about her, or 
even bully her. 
 

 

absorbed in her own concerns. Even when Ai had her first period at twelve, she did not tell 
her mother. She merely folded some tissue and placed it in her underwear, then went to 
Watsons to learn how to buy sanitary pads on her own. 
 

 
Ai had never blamed her mother. Her mother worked and kept the household running, and 
she was worn to the bone. Yet a girl always has her own small troubles, and at times Ai 
wished she could be like her classmates and tell her mother the trifles of school life, talk over 

uncomfortable, almost unnatural. Besides, Ai had long since learnt to be self-reliant, to keep 
her feelings hidden. And when she thought about it again, the squabbles and trivialities of 
school hardly seemed worth mentioning at all. They felt far too - 3 
 

                                                 
2   is a Hong Kong-based brand of inexpensive microwave-ready frozen or chilled 
meals, widely available in convenience stores, supermarkets and online platforms. 
3  The English phrase reflects the Cantonese slang , siu2 hok6 gai1, which 

-
immature, trivial, or childish. 
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second chance  
Another three or four years passed, and Ai began to notice that on some holidays her mother 
would go out brightly dressed, heavily made-up. Ai supposed she too wished, like her father, 
to find a new companion. She understood well enough: when it comes to loss and regret, 
many people hope for another chance, a chance to knock everything down and begin again, to 
turn the board over and reset the game. Perhaps it was much the same when once faced the 

 
 

uncle
 

In time her mother really did find an uncle to begin a new romance with, and once even 
brought him home for dinner with great ceremony.4 Ai, however, felt utterly ill at ease at the 
table, her skin prickling as though every hair were standing on end. After a few hurried 
mouthfuls of rice, she felt she had to retreat to her room to rest. 
 

 
Her father had remarried, and her mother now had a new companion as well. Ai could not 
help harbouring a thought like this: she would rather have remained one of those unfertilised 
eggs in the ovary, for it would have been better if she had never been born. 
 

* 
 
3 
 

 
In that remote countryside, beyond the stretches of green fields and the tall trees of the feng 
shui woods, there were cows as well. When she bent down to pull weeds, a whole group of 
them would often pass right by her. The herd was neither large nor small, usually about ten in 
number, some yellow, some black, some bulls, some cows, some old and some young. They 
would line up neatly along the narrow village path and walk forward in single file. She found 
it utterly delightful, a sight she could never have encountered in the city. 
 

                                                 
4  The word uncle is retained from the original. While some Hong Kong speakers do use uncle 
for an actual maternal or paternal uncle, the term is also used loosely in everyday English to refer to a man 
whose relationship to someone is undefined or not formally acknowledged. In this context it carries no sense of 
kinship; it is simply a convenient and slightly vague label. 
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Cows have steady temperaments and are usually quiet. Even when there is the occasional 
quarrel among them, it is only a silent shoving match, nothing like humans who raise their 
voices over the smallest things. But at dusk the leading bull would suddenly let out several 
great, low, lingering calls that echoed across the village and the fields, summoning the cattle 
from every direction, and together they would set off for some safe and secret place to spend 
the night. 
 

 
It is said that Hong Kong has no indigenous cattle breed, most having been brought in from 
Guangdong and Taiwan. In earlier years, when local farmers still grew rice, yellow cattle and 

ped 
rapidly over the past few decades, agriculture began to fade, and from the 1970s onwards 
farmers no longer planted rice. The working oxen, suddenly , were abandoned. 
The yellow cattle that now roam the countryside are the descendants of that -
of- ,  
 

* 
 
4 
 

 
Ai lifted her head and discovered she was enclosed in a world apart, cut off from everything 
else. 
 

 
A gentle breeze drifted by. Birds nestled in the dense woodland, and the falling plumes of 
reed blossoms lay upon the pool, where tiny fish and shrimp swam gleefully among the 
ripples. Places far from the clamour, where the land was cheap, had always been the best 
places for wild creatures to make their home. 
 

 
It was a fine autumn afternoon of clear skies and mild winds. Rows of neat young coffee trees 
stood beneath the native giants, their paired leaves swaying softly in the breeze. Sunlight 
poured through the blue of the sky and fell across the earth, tracing a beautiful tapestry of 
interlacing shadows. 
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Ai, dressed in her plain work clothes, was crouching on the ground pulling weeds. Wearing 
gloves, she carefully cleared a neat circle of soil around each young coffee tree, then scooped 
a full spoon of organic pellets from the fertiliser bag and scattered them evenly over the earth. 
By the time she had finished weeding and applying fertiliser she was already drenched in 
sweat. She meant to take a sip of water to soothe her dry throat, only to find her bottle 
completely empty. She stood up, brushed the dust from her clothes, and set off towards the 
dormitory. But as she passed the entrance to the village, she felt an odd gaze fixed tightly 
upon her. She turned and saw a young heifer staring straight at her. 
 

 
 

 

 

lashes long and sweeping, and the yellow hide along her body was fine and gleaming, like a 
work of art shaped by nature itself. This was truly no ordinary yellow cow. Most cattle, on 
seeing a human, would slip away at once, wary and unwilling even to glance back. But this 
young heifer with her golden coat stood perfectly still, fixing her gaze on Ai, her eyes 
astonishingly gentle, her whole expression soft and almost smiling. 
 

 
By the edge of the village a small stream moved slowly along, its water sounding in a fine 
scatter of tiny notes. At the village entrance an ancient wall stood in dignified steadfastness, 
its surface weathered and mottled yet carrying a deep, weighty presence. Between the two a 
tiny bee drifted back and forth, buzzing softly as it wove through the air. 
 

 
 

 
 

Perhaps from that first quiet meeting of eyes, the two beings slipped beyond the boundary 
between their species and began to develop a connection at once subtle and singular. 
 

 
 

 
 

Cow Mui simply smiled. 
 

Ip IWP Writing Sample Fall 2026



8 
 

 

was much like how the public so often  the critically endangered, nationally 

mouth turn upward. In truth, the finless porpoise, like all whales and dolphins, has no facial 
a projection of human wishful thinking.  

 
 

Ai, living her life in the heart of the city, had never imagined she would one day become 
friends with a country cow. 
 

 
Cow Mui would stand outside the farm fence, watching Ai at work with her steady, 
unblinking gaze, and each time she would watch for a full ten minutes. She was very fond of 
Ai, and Ai thought the reason was simple enough: she would use her hands to scratch Cow 

s itches for her. 
 

 
Cows have horns as well, but as Cow Mui was only three and a half years old (this was what 
the other villagers told Ai), she had not yet reached maturity, and what protruded beside her 
brow was only a pair of small, blunt triangular buds. Her broad forehead was covered in short 
golden hair, and when Ai ran her hand over it, it felt like a tiny patch of carpet. From her own 
observations, mammals such as cats, dogs, and rabbits all enjoy having their heads stroked, 
and cows do too; it is only that their size is so great that people dare not touch them, and the 
swarms of flies on their bodies, not to mention the bloodsucking horseflies, make most 
people keep well away. 
 

 
Faced with swarms of clinging insects, a four-footed cow can only use its tail to drive them 
off. Yet a tail reaches only so far, and all the places it cannot sweep, the head, the upper body, 
and the belly beneath, become easy targets for biting flies and mosquitoes. 
 

 
For this reason, the touch of a human hand is something a cow naturally delights in. Yet 
between different species there is always a barrier of understanding, and trust is never easily 
won. Cow Mui, however, for some mystery Ai could not read, dared to approach a human 
and open her heart. 
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This too was most unusual. 
 

 
Ai was a rational and somewhat sceptical person, and at first she had her doubts about this 

deliberately hid herself in a corner where Cow Mui could not see her, then called out to the 
cow, hoping to test whether an animal could truly recognise its own name. Yet such tests 
were needless, for each time Cow Mui turned her head it was with the same quick, certain 

 
 

* 
 
5 
 

 

day. According to the seasoned old farmers, weed control is an essential part of cultivation. 
Weeds may appear insignificant, yet they compete with crops for nutrients and can even 
become a breeding ground for disease and pests, posing a serious threat to the health of the 
plants. 
 

 
Weeds can of course be cleared with a grass cutter, and it is by far the quickest method, yet it 
can only shave the plants short. The wretched weeds are always waiting for their chance, and 
a single heavy rain will let them rise again and reclaim the ground. To make them vanish for 
good, the only way is to pull them up by hand, roots and all. 
 

 
amed 

wildly from her temples, and the whole crown of her head burned under the blaze. Ai, who 
prized perfect order, loathed weeds, and in her hands the steady rhythm of pulling them up 
seemed to become a kind of emotional release. 
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Each time she finished clearing the weeds, she would habitually gather them into a great 
heap, then, with something like a ritual, set them alight and burn them until all was turned to 
ash, and ash was carried away into nothingness. 
 

 
Ai had been born into an incomplete family, and as she grew up she came to believe that she 
could make one of her own, and the sooner the better, as though she might win back the ten 
loveless  
 

 
What made her plunge headlong into love was her first romance, with a tertiary-college 
lecturer who drew a good salary and was nine years her senior. He taught in the design 
department, a field that happened to coincide with her own work, and she even felt he might 
one day help clear a path for her in her career. 
 

IG
package  

They met through work at a joint design exhibition, and as they talked there was an 
immediate sense of rapport, so they exchanged Instagram accounts. After a few dates, she 
thought that his whole package was very good, and she accepted his pursuit and began going 
out with him. 
 

 
A year into their relationship, she discovered one day that her period was late, and she began 
having the sort of exaggerated vomiting one sees so often in television dramas. She took a 
test, and she was pregnant. 
 

 
She felt that becoming a mother at twenty-four, though a little early, was still within the right 
age, and she went on to discuss marriage with her boyfriend. 

 
 

 

n tunnel in 
Tsim Sha Tsui, he remained silent. 
 

 

accusation, and passers-by turned to look. 
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And then the world returned to silence. 
 

 

astonishingly, he did not come after her. 
 

 
He had not come after her after all. 
 

  
The tunnel was filled with the anxious sound of her footsteps, each one striking with a heavy 
force. This was the first time she had felt her life shatter, no, perhaps the second. The first had 
been when she was ten years old and heard that her parents were going to divorce. The child 

her 
mother, tears brimming, threw their wedding photograph into the rubbish station. Only then 
did she begin to believe it was final. Yet for the next two or three years, she still nursed the 

 
 

 
She held her sorrowful belly, her face gone pale, and wept in the intersecting tunnels below 
the city. However, with people all around her, and the space filled with echoes, she did not 

back to the open air, and turned into an old street where the passers-by were sparse, the tears 
broke loose at last, soft and scattered. 
 

 
Tsim Sha Tsui, for all its surface glitter, concealed a creeping dilapidation. After the 
pandemic the economy had failed to revive, and most of the streets lay in desolation, the 
walls eaten by time until they were harsh with peeling scars, and the glass windows filmed 
with dust and drained of colour. She thought of his silence, and her heart broke into sharp 
fragments that fell upon the hushed street, pieces that could never be made whole again. 
 

 
She moved at a hurried pace, her glance flickering, a quiet ache on her face, and a fragile 
secret held within her belly. Along the old street the passers-by rushed on, and no one noticed 
the sadness that clung to her. 
 

Ip IWP Writing Sample Fall 2026



12 
 

 
Later, an expatriate woman pushing a pram quite unexpectedly caught sight of the tears on 
her face. She stopped Ai with clear concern, placed both hands on her shoulders, and asked 
whether she was unwell, then said, firmly, that she would see her home. 
 

 
At a complete loss, Ai gave a courteous refusal to her kindness. She wiped the tears from her 

o 
a long and deeply felt embrace, steady and strong, a kind of embrace that even her own 
mother had never given her. 

 
* 

 
6 
 

 

welled up in her again. They streamed down without end, like a broken embankment after a 
storm-burst. 
 

 
Ai remembered the scepticism she had once heard: that cattle felt nothing, that after a 
fortnight they would forget the humans they no longer saw, or that their tears were merely 
reflexes stirred by insects and dust. Yet in this moment she knew that such scepticism was 
false, no more than faint jealous murmurs from those who begrudged the bond she shared 
with Cow Mui. 
 

 
This three-and-a-half-year-old Cow Mui had just been relentlessly chased and beaten by 
another bull in the herd of roughly the same age. It was not a chase of courtship, but a chase 
that ended in real blows. Stubborn by nature, Cow Mui of course fought back with all her 
strength, meeting him head on several times, but a young heifer has only small horns, while a 

wounds. 
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Ai fetched disinfectant from the dormitory and sprayed it over the two- or three-inch gashes 
; they are not like village dogs, who 

howl and whimper. Another young female yellow cattle kept Cow Mui company, quietly 
grazing at her side. The two of them were the weak ones of the herd. There were ten cattle 
roaming among the nearby villages, and their coats fell into two types: yellow and black. 

 
 

high

 
She also noticed that whenever Cow Mui lifted her tail to urinate, some of the bulls would 
walk over to sniff the scent and then pull a decidedly high expression5. Among the herd was a 
young bull who had just entered pub 6 and he 
even went over to seize Cow Mui. Cow Mui lost her temper and charged after him. And in 
that instant Ai understood that the bloody fight between Cow Mui and Gam Mou Keung had 
very likely been her resistance against his attempted violation. 
 

 
Bulls in their breeding season often clash and fight, so some villagers suggested neutering 
them. Ai felt that the focus of neutering should rest on animal welfare and moral grounds. 

moral justification to make so weighty a decision on their behalf? 
 

 
On a personal level, Ai could hardly bear the thought of a cow being violated, and her first 
instinct was to agree, to say yes to having those bulls castrated. Yet when she looked into the 
matter, she learnt that Hong Kong had roughly nine hundred yellow cattle, of which nearly 
eighty per cent were already neutered. Their lifespan was twenty years, and by her reckoning, 
by 2031 their numbers would be reduced by half. The thought alone made her murmur, 

                                                 
5   appears in English in the Chinese original. In Hong Kong Cantonese, high 

height  
6 . Literally,  

-  -
Hair Keun
sound and informal flavour. In Hong Kong, gam- - -blond style associated 
with 1990s street youth and the  (young gangster) aesthetic, giving the nickname a cheeky, rough-edged 
quality that the original transfers to this adolescent bull. 
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best? 
 

* 
 
7 
 

 
The three-month deadline had arrived; if she were to undergo a surgical termination, this was 
the last chance. But she had in fact made her decision long before. The moment the man fell 
silent, using that silence to refuse their child a complete home, she knew she had to sever her 
tie with him with resolve and bring the relationship to its end. 
 

 
One winter late afternoon, she stood on the company rooftop, the wind on her face, looking 
out towards the cityscape at the heart of the metropolis. The neon shimmered; everything 
seemed as prosperous and gleaming as ever. She closed her eyes and drew a long breath, yet 
felt only nausea. The workload at the company had grown unmanageable, and with the 
sudden changes in her body, she resigned. 
 

 
Exhausted in body and mind, she allowed herself a few months of rest. Yet simply sitting at 
home made her uneasy, and she feared her mother might sense that something was amiss, so 
she returned once more to her work as an apprentice farmer. 
 

 
February is the quietest month of the year on the farm, when the old farmers pause in the 
winter lull to gather their strength again. They drink hot tea and plan the great planting of the 
coming spring. As an apprentice farmer, all Ai needed to do was water the plants with care 
and prepare the seeds for the spring sowing and seedlings; it was, in its way, a time for her 
own rest and renewal. 
 
Curare

 
Curare of course 
including plants. Ai liked watering them; in the act itself she would drift into hazy 
recollections of visiting the amusement park with her father as a child, remembering the bliss 
of dropping in a coin and commanding a water gun for ten full minutes. When the jet struck 
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one of the targets, a carousel perhaps or some painted emblem, the mechanical figures would 
whirl into motion accompanied by a burst of cheerful music. 
 

 
The farm lay in an open expanse, with ten relentless hours of sunlight each day. The winds 
were high and the air was parched. Under the fierce glare the plants had nowhere to hide, and 
their leaves, scorched without mercy, drooped in exhaustion. At such moments, when Ai 
poured clear water over them to meet their need, she felt a faint sense of giving alms. 
 

manage curare curare
curare  

be clear about its purpose, then draw on every skill of coordination, management, and 
planning to keep the entire enterprise in hand. She could curare plants and she could curare 
an exhibition, yet she felt her self-worth drawn down into a quiet humility, unable to curare 
herself at all. 
 

Description  
If Ai were to curate her own life, then what kind of exhibition would it be? How should the 
exhibits be arranged? How should the descriptions be written? And which parts would need 
to be kept in silence, or even erased altogether? 
 

 

could never mend. And now another broken edge had appeared, this time through her own 
misstep, which left her all the more anxious and all the less able to let it go. 
 

* 
 
8 
 

 
In the end, her season of rest was far from the slow, extended one she had imagined. After a 
little over a month she returned to her old post. The boss, hoping to keep her, had made 
several calls, urging that someone as young, capable and understanding as Ai was a curator 
by nature, and offering a thirty per cent raise along with five additional days of paid annual 
leave. 
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As though nothing had ever happened, Ai dressed once more in her crisp, clean-cut clothes, 
kept up her smile, and moved through the thronging crowds, carrying out every task with a 
quiet excellence that left no room for fault. 
 

 
At times Ai would, without realising it, gently stroke her hurt belly, but she was grateful that 
she was human and still had the chance to choose. 
 

 
But not Cow Mui. 
 

 

human expectant mother. She moved slowly when she walked, stopping now and then to 
catch her breath, and at times she became so tired she would sink to her knees and then 
stretch herself out full-length on the green grass. 
 

 
station lasts about two hundred and eighty days, a little over nine months, and 

female, giving birth is a depletion of life. Ai walked quietly over and sat down beside her, 
gently stroking that warm, immense belly, her palm moving softly up and down as she felt 
the faint stirrings of the calf growing within. 
 

 
To make sure she would not be disturbed when she gave birth, Cow Mui withdrew from the 

waiting for the fresh-cut grass Ai would toss outside the fence after weeding. Cow Mui did 
not eat vegetables. Ai had once tried holding out some bok choy and wild greens for her to 
choose between, but she kept to her nature and chose the grass. 
 

* 
 
9 
 

WhatsApp

 

even told her colleagues there that if there were any news of Cow Mui giving birth, they must 
let her know at once. Few would ever have imagined that Ai, who worked in Central, dressed 
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smartly each day in fine clothes and high heels, raising a wine glass or a coffee cup as she 
dealt with expatriates, would have her thoughts so constantly turned toward that mother cow 
in the countryside. 
 

WhatsApp

 
On a morning a few days later, a video clip came through on WhatsApp: a new-born calf, 
clumsily finding its feet, blinking its wet eyes as it took in the wide world around it. It was a 
little yellow bull-calf, no bigger than a village mongrel, its hooves pressing deep marks into 
the rain-soaked mud as though telling the earth that it had come. In a single night Cow Mui 
had become a mother. At times she watched the calf, at times she looked toward the camera, 
her eyes filled with a watchful pride. 
 

 

design exhibition, and the trip had to wait. 
 

WhatsApp
 

Only after the team had finished installing the exhibition, after the opening had officially 
begun, after she had busied herself welcoming visitors and the press, interpreting the works, 
guiding them into the world of art, greeting each exhibitor in turn, and listening one by one to 
their feedback and impressions, could she finally scrape together a little time to leave a 
message in t
By then, it had already been several weeks since Cow Mui had given birth. 
 

* 
 
10 
 

 
Afterwards, she went through a spell of emotional shock and struggle. 
 

 
When Ai finally saw Cow Mui and her calf at the farm, the expectation she had carried in her 
heart collapsed at once. She had imagined that a mother cow would, like in a fairy tale, give 
endless patience and love in raising her new-born son, but reality did not necessarily match 
the gentle picture she had first held in mind. 
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yes were full of longing and confusion, for Cow Mui was 

not willing to feed him as other mother cows did. Each time the calf pressed close and 
managed a few suckles, Cow Mui would step away again, leaving her son standing alone 
upon the green grass. 
 

 

leaving her calf behind and tending him so little drew nothing but unanimous reproach from 
the villagers. To Ai it felt faintly absurd: even cattle, it seemed, could not escape the moral 
fetters humans fastened on them. Yet no one stopped to wonder what hardship or hurt this 
mother cow might have gone through, that left her unable to show her love. 
 

 
With her serious, inquiring interest in all things, Ai looked into it. Some webpages explained 
it this way: a mother cow may be facing health problems such as udder infection, mastitis or 

suckling, problems with its teeth and the like may also cause a mother cow to be unwilling to 
feed. 
 

 
Of course, she also thought of the reason Cow Mui had withdrawn from the herd in the first 
place, that Gam Mou Keung who had assaulted her. 
 

 
Ai sensed, in some indistinct way, a tide of complex and contradictory feelings stirring within 
her. Some villagers suggested that the calf might as well be  raised on supermarket 
milk for now, and when it had grown, other decisions could be made, but Ai objected. Cow 
Mui might have many reasons for not feeding her calf, she said, and it did not mean she 
lacked virtue or was incapable of raising the next generation. Humans could certainly provide 
more exact feeding and care, but would that not strip the calf of the chance to learn how to 
seek out its own food and to interact with the other members of the herd? 
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Time bore witness. 
 

 

had indeed learnt to fend for himself and to graze on his own. Across the pasture he began an 
intimate relationship with the plants. He bent his head and took the grass between his soft 
mouth, and the abundant green of the wilds became a second udder beyond his mother. The 
grass gave off an inviting scent, as though telling the little calf that it could satisfy the hunger 
of a creature born to live by grass. 
 

 
The little calf chewed the blades of grass with his small white teeth, and a strand of sunlight 
fell across his coat, bathing him in a faint gold. His body grew steadily nourished, his 
muscles firming with strength; though he had no warm milk from his mother, he found his 

sense of smell is keen by nature, and he 
gradually learnt to tell the grasses apart, choosing the tenderest, juiciest shoots, touching them 
lightly with lips and tongue, tasting each subtle difference. 
 

 
Cow Mui was still that free-spirited creature of grass. She went wherever she pleased, her 
scrawny little son trailing behind, and she usually did not look back. However noisily the 

went over to stroke her head. When she was pleased, Cow Mui stood quite still beneath her 
hand. When she grew impatient, she showed her disdain, turned, and walked away. 
 

 

she grew sun-darkened once more. Long hours spent swinging heavy farm tools had almost 
trained a bicep into her slender upper arm. 
 

 
When Ai returned home for the weekend, her mother was about to step out. Though nearly 
fifty, her mother was dressed to dazzle, a woman past her prime yet still striving to remain 
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figure as she went out for her date, Ai kept her usual distance. Her feelings were still tangled, 
yet there was a little more gentleness in her expression than before. 

* 
 
13 
 

 
The curator moved through the exhibition spaces with a busy, confident ease. She adjusted 
the angle and brightness of the lights with precision, making sure each work on display 
revealed itself in its best form. She wore a simple, elegant black ensemble, professional yet 
full of style. Her gaze was sharp and alive, seeking to catch the inspiration and stories held 
within each work as she strove to shape exhibition spaces that drew the viewer into reflection. 
 

 
The busy city life had led Ai to believe that her countryside chapter had come to an end. 
Little did she expect that, half a year later, Hong Kong would be struck by a ferocious 
typhoon that raged for three days and two nights, reaching the force of a Number Ten 

more into the countryside, ringed by mountains and shared with wild boar and wild cattle.  
 

 
After the typhoon the land lay in wild disarray. In the fields the fruit trees, the crops, and 

singular artistic gaze she discerned, to her own surprise, a muted beauty in their uniform ruin. 
 

 
Ai was desperate to count the herd. As she righted the plants that had fallen in the fields, she 

days passed and still there was no sign of them. She tried to comfort herself with reason. 
Wild cattle have the instinct to retreat uphill for shelter. When typhoons and heavy rain 
approach, they gather and move into sheltered valleys, waiting quietly for the storm to pass. 
Only when they feel safe do they descend again to the low ground. 
 

 
At last, after the long stretch of waiting, the herd appeared before the farm on the third 
morning after the typhoon. They emerged from the valley and made their way towards the 
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low ground with steady, unhurried order. The weight 
was filled with joy and relief. 
 

 
She counted them again and again, murmuring each of their names in turn, and then she 
realised with dismay that the herd, which had once numbered nine, now held only eight. The 

braced herself for the worst. In the wild, a calf could not easily survive the force of a Number 
Ten storm. 
 

 
The golden light of dawn swept low across the fields, and at times it was hard to tell whether 
it was morning or dusk. Yet the difference was real. Morning air, settled through the quiet of 

lingering murk of the human world. 
 

 

carrying a trace of cool, moist air. She knew that in these past few days Cow Mui had been 
seeking her each day. Every morning when she went down to the fields, she noticed that the 
rows of young corn growing by the gate had each been bitten, never more than a single neat 
mouthful. Today a little shorter, tomorrow shorter still. The other crops remained untouched, 
for the cattle had stepped around them with great care.  
 

 
Perhaps Cow Mui had really been looking for her, for why else would she so gravely take a 

 
 

 
But these days Ai had to deal with the freshly harvested coffee cherries and often stayed 
indoors. She kept finding excuses to slip outside in the hope of catching a glimpse of Cow 
Mui. Yet she ranged so unpredictably that, for several days, the two of them simply failed to 
cross paths. 
 

 
Until one evening. The light had already thinned into dusk, and someone seemed to pass 
before the dormitory door, setting the sensor lamp suddenly aglow. Ai was sure she was the 
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only one staying there that night. She stepped to the doorway to look, and the shadow of a 
great cow glided across her sight. 
 

Its hooves struck the concrete path with an anxious rhythm. In the shadowed lanes of the old 
village it walked back and forth, as if searching for something. 
 

 
Ai stepped outside and 
ignoring the snarling village dogs at the entrance and standing beneath the gate, hesitating as 
she looked out as though waiting for something. Her udder was slightly swollen. Yes, the calf 
had been missing for almost a week. 
 

 
There were certain habits of cattle that she could never quite grasp. Just before nightfall the 
herd would slip suddenly into a kind of daze, their eyes gone blank as they lifted their heads 
to gaze into the distance, then stood utterly still, sunk in a trance for several minutes. 
 

 
The solitary mother cow, adrift in a moment of confusion, seemed suddenly to remember 
something and let out a few low calls, the distinctive murmurs with which she summoned her 
calf. 
 

 
 

 

 
In the orange-violet glow of the evening sky, Cow Mui turned her head. In the light of the red 

eyes. She could not be sure whether it was emotion, or merely the work of the flies that clung 
to the corners of her eyes. 
 

 
Ai made her way to the cow and, by the stone wall, pulled up a handful of her favourite 

y 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Cow Mui lowered her heavy head, and tears slipped from her eyes like a silent river, spilling 
onto the solitary prints of her hooves. 
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have grown so long and sharp now? In the days to come you can choose which bull to have 
another calf with. And if you do not care for him, you can always use these fine horns of 

 
 

 
Ai could not be sure that Cow Mui understood anything so complicated, but all she could do 
was try to explain it in human words. 
 

 
Yellow cattle were descendants of wandering herds and belonged to no one, so she would 
never put a nose ring on Cow Mui or tether her with a coarse rope to keep her like a pet. That 
night Cow Mui chose to sleep on a small patch of grass at the edge of the village, and Ai sat 
beside her in silence, keeping her company until the stars began to appear and the darkness 
settled completely around them. 
 

 
Cow Mui was frank and untamed. She never spoke, never cared for reasons, yet she knew 
how to resist when she had to, and how to yield to fate when the moment called for it. 
 

 

to choose which patch of grass to lie upon or to play in, to choose whether to give milk or 
withhold it, to choose between greens and grass, and to choose whether she would let anyone 
touch her head. 
 

 
She would remember forever the edge of that grassy patch, where the gentle cow slowly 
knelt, folding all four legs beneath her body. Her skin quivered of its own accord in the 
passing breeze. 
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She turned her head to the side and, inch by inch, began to lick her own coat with careful 

and her breathing grew slower, as though the licking were not only a way of tending to her 
body, but also a kind of self-care, a way of loving herself. 
 

 
In the days that followed, Cow Mui went on weeping, the yellow hair along her cheeks 
always marked by two dark, wet trails. By about the fifth day her tears began, at last, to 
subside. 
 

 
A breeze passed over her, and she walked off into the distance, grazing once more as she 
always had. 
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The First Night of the Lunar Month: A Night Walk Under the Stars 
 
 

 
On a moonless night at the start of the lunar month, the stars are all the brighter. I 
know little of the constellations, and can only dimly recall what I once read in some 
encyclopaedia for young readers, which was always full of names at once distant and 
romantic: the enchanting Sirius, the story-laden Vega. These names were like lines 
from ancient poetry, stirring in me boundless imaginings of the vast universe. I 
remember also a few simpler facts, such as that Venus and Jupiter are the brightest in 
the sky, and Orion’s Belt, formed by three stars in a row. These classic celestial 
landmarks are so distinctive that even a novice stargazer can recognise them at a 
glance. 
 

 
As a child, I even learned something of social hierarchy from the constellations. It 
seemed that the stars, just like human society, were sorted into ranks. First-magnitude 
stars were the brightest, followed in descending order by those of the second, third, 
and fourth magnitudes. The further down the scale they fell, the fainter their light 
became. 
 

UFO……
UFO  

In Lai Chi Wo, where I live, the nights are profoundly tranquil. Yet, in one particular 
corner of the sky, there is inevitably a faint trace of the world’s light pollution. The 
vague thudding sound one occasionally hears is the distant knock of shipping 
containers colliding against one another at the cargo terminal beyond the border. 
Looking up into the darkness, one can sometimes make out some stars moving slowly 
across the sky. Ah, as a child I always took these for UFOs… but how could there 
possibly be so many UFOs? Only later when I grew older that I learned these were 
merely satellites traversing within the atmosphere. 
 

Little Twin Stars
 

I like to think that, at heart, I am something of an innocent romantic. When I was little, 
I was utterly captivated by anything connected with the stars: I adored Little Twin 
Stars, and when I was a little older, I became engrossed in Saint Seiya. Now and then 
I would join the summer stargazing camps organised by the Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs 

Ip IWP Writing Sample Fall 2026



Association, holding up a paper star chart to point the way to the Milky Way; and 
whenever I happened to spot a shooting star, I would, quite earnestly, make a wish. 
 

MBTI  
In secondary school, I could not resist turning into something of a fortune-teller 
alongside my classmates. We would pour over astrology books and birth charts, 
gossiping about the virtues and failings of the twelve signs of the zodiac, and blaming 
any run of bad luck on Mercury being in retrograde. Later, the zodiac signs fell out of 
fashion, and now everyone has moved on to working out their MBTI instead. 
 

 
The stars are strange and wondrous things. The very concept of the “light year” 
bewildered me throughout my childhood. A light year, in its literal sense, is “the 
distance light travels in a year”, roughly 9.46 trillion kilometres. It is a unit of length, 
yet it carries within it the dimension of time. For instance, when we observe a celestial 
body that lies 160 million light-years from Earth, the image we see began its journey 
from that distant world 160 million years ago and has only now arrived here. What 
appears in the telescope is therefore not the object as it is today, but as it was 160 
million years in the past. And what does 160 million years ago even mean? At that 
time, dinosaurs presumably still roamed the Earth. Yet while that light was crossing 
the immense gulf of space, spending all that time before it finally fell upon our eyes, 
the dinosaurs had long since become extinct. 
 

 
Another truth I struggled to accept as a child was the cruel realisation that even stars 
have a lifespan, that they pass, much like living creatures, through birth, growth, and 
decline. Those great stars that once burned with such fierce brilliance, blazing for 
billions upon billions of years, will eventually swell into red giants, until at last they 
exhaust the hydrogen fuel at their core. The core then begins to contract, while the 
outer layers expand and are cast off into space, forming luminous shells of nebula. In 
the end, the red giant shrinks into a white dwarf, solitary and slowly cooling through 
the ages, until it becomes little more than a stone adrift in the universe. Such an ending 
seems scarcely to match the splendour that came before it, and yet it bears witness, all 
the same, to the mercilessness of time and the fate that awaits every star. 
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Hystrix brachyura

 
I often lead night-time eco-walks in Lai Chi Wo. Each person carries a torch, sending 
a beam of light cutting through the darkness, peering in on the animals as they go 
about their nightly routines or rest. We frequently catch sight of the East Asian 
porcupine (Hystrix brachyura) foraging after dark, or the vigorous calls of frogs in the 
midst of their courtship season. Between summer and autumn a few fireflies may drift 
past, while one can sometimes hear the faint sound of moths striking against the 
flowers. Down in the stream, the rice shrimp are there day and night as ever, and the 
river prawns remain much as they always have been, brandishing their claws and 
seeing off, with great ceremony, any other creature that dares to trespass on their patch 
of water 
 

Otus bakkamoena Strix leptogrammica
owl huhuhu

 
There are owls in the village too. The collared scops owl (Otus bakkamoena) and the 
brown wood owl (Strix leptogrammica) have distinct calls, an “owl” and a “huhuhu” 
respectively, and from these calls we can tell the two apart. Sometimes the cattle gather 
beneath the great camphor tree to rest together, treating the fallen leaves scattered 
across the ground as a bed laid out by the earth itself. They are always very quiet, and 
more than once we have walked right up close before noticing, there in the darkness, 
the great bulk of their bodies lying still. The village dogs, by contrast, are fiercer at 
night than by day, forever barking wildly at unseen shadows. 
 

 
Sometimes I go down to watch the sea in the dark. The beach at night forms a world of 
its own: the sea breeze brushes past gently, and the sound of the waves becomes the 
key melody within that stillness. On moonless nights, the stars flicker across the sky, 
answering, as if in quiet conversation, the lighthouse standing out at sea. 
 

 
Wave after wave softly breaks against the shore. Each time the surf reaches the beach, 
it brings with it a scatter of fine droplets and foam before retreating slowly, leaving 
behind moist traces that glimmer in the darkness. 
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Breathing the salt-laden sea air, I let my thoughts rise and fall with the tide. There is 
no fine sand along the shore where I live, only rough, jagged rocks; to walk on them 
barefoot would surely mean cuts and bleeding. Living in such surroundings, it is little 
wonder the villagers are a rough, weather-beaten lot, never given much to refinement, 
and prone to frequent quarrels. 
 

 
One night in early spring, while walking along the shore at low tide, I came across a 
curved sheet of metal that had been overturned and stranded on the rocks near the 
water’s edge. Curious, I bent down to examine it, and found, to my surprise, that it was 
studded with more than a hundred small, semi-transparent “balloons”, each about the 
size of a finger. Tapered at both ends and translucent in appearance, they looked 
remarkably like crystal dumplings, the glossy little dim sum parcels. 
 

Sepia pharaonis
 

I looked into it, and discovered that they were cuttlefish eggs. In March, as spring 
arrives and the seawater gradually warms, it is the season in which the pharaoh 
cuttlefish (Sepia pharaonis), commonly known simply as cuttlefish, comes together to 
mate. Having paired off, the male and female migrate towards the coastal waters close 
to shore, where they mate head to head. Within a matter of hours, the female will 
already have begun searching for a suitable place to lay her eggs.  
 

 
The metal sheet in my hands, it turned out, was a nursery in which the cuttlefish had 
laid their eggs, but it had been swept ashore by the waves and now lay exposed to the 
sea wind, plainly no fit place for them to develop. Shaking my head, I dragged the 
heavy sheet back through the water and set it down again somewhere deeper, where 
the sea ran further from the shore. 
 

 
It is said that once the cuttlefish have laid their eggs, in water temperatures of between 
twenty-three and twenty-five degrees, hatching takes around thirty days. As the eggs 
approach hatching, they grow steadily more transparent, until one can see clearly the 
tiny cuttlefish embryo trembling lightly inside. 
 

……
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I am a very poor swimmer, and know next to nothing about marine creatures, so much 
so that I cannot even tell apart an octopus, a cuttlefish, and a squid, let alone all the 
various names people use for them. But having stumbled across those cuttlefish eggs, 
I thought I would take the opportunity to look into it properly and learn something 
along the way. And ah, it was only then that I discovered that “octopus” and “devilfish” 
are simply different names for the same creature, while “cuttlefish” is another name 
for what Chinese calls wuzei. They all belong to the cephalopods, a name which means, 
quite literally, that their legs grow out of their heads. The octopus, however, belongs 
to the order Octopoda, with eight tentacles, while the cuttlefish and the squid belong 
to the order Decapodiformes, which have two additional elongated tentacles, giving 
them ten appendages in total. 

 
In terms of appearance, the squid is long and slender, with a triangular-shaped head, 
while the cuttlefish is more rounded, with a flatter, broader body. The octopus is quite 
different again, and it has a roughly spherical form, distinctly three-dimensional in 
shape. As for their internal structure, the octopus has no “skeleton” at all within its 
body, leaving it soft throughout; the cuttlefish carries inside it a thick, hard, white 
“cuttlebone”, while the squid has only a thin, flexible piece of cartilage, not unlike a 
sliver of plastic. 

 
When it comes to their ability to release ink, all of them share this trait, each possessing 
an ink sac, from which they will expel a great cloud of ink whenever they feel 
threatened, using it as cover to make their escape. 

 
The Collected Works of Su Shi contains a passage describing “the cuttlefish concealing 
itself”, which reads: “Among the fish of the sea is one called the cuttlefish. It expels a 
fluid that darkens the water. Sporting near the shore, and fearing that other creatures 
may notice it, it clouds the water to conceal itself. Seeing this, the seabirds grow 
suspicious; knowing there must be a fish below, they swoop down and seize it. Alas! 
The cuttlefish knows only how to hide itself in order to preserve its life, yet does not 
know how to erase its traces and dispel suspicion. Thus it is discovered by those who 
seek it. How pitiful!” The meaning is simple enough: among the fish of the sea there is 
one called the cuttlefish, whose secretion can turn the surrounding seawater black. 
While playing near the shore, fearing it might be spotted by some other creature, it 
releases this fluid to hide itself. But the seabird, on seeing the inky cloud, understands 
at once that a fish must be there, and swoops in to catch it. Alas, the cuttlefish knows 
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only how to conceal itself in the hope of safety, without realising that it has left a trace 
just as conspicuous, leaving itself exposed to the very predator it meant to escape. How 
sad indeed! 
 

——

 
I prefer the night to the day, perhaps owing to my own constitution. I am sensitive to 
bright light, and the glaring whiteness of the sun brings on migraines, so I must shield 
myself thoroughly with a hat and then put on sunglasses besides. I like to remain still 
in the shade, becoming simply another part of nature, best of all if you cannot see me 
at all. I drift off often into a kind of stillness, my breathing slow, my mind so loosely 
gathered that I might as well be a tree myself. 
 

 
One of the village elders takes particular delight in frightening people, forever asking 
the young people who live alone or the artists in residence: “Aren’t you afraid of ghosts, 
living alone at night? Walking home alone after dark doesn’t frighten you? What if you 
have to pass by the graves, what then? Ooh, if it were me, I wouldn’t dare!” I find this 
rather amusing. The soul of the living and the soul of the dead are, after all, both simply 
souls; the measure by which I judge a soul has nothing to do with whether one is 
“living” or “dead”,  but rather whether one's heart is “good” or “not good”.   
 

 
The boundless darkness enfolds me, and at times I cannot help feeling afraid. Yet the 
moment I switch on my torch and walk into the night, I find at once that I am not alone 
after all: all living things around me keep me company, ever present, ever beside me. 
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Dusk: Where Do the Cattle Sleep? 
 

 
Counting on my fingers, I realise it has been exactly three years since I left urban Lai 
Chi Kok and moved to live in the village of Lai Chi Wo, in Sha Tau Kok. Lai Chi Wo is 
an indigenous Hakka village in Hong Kong’s northern New Territories, by the waters 
near Kat O, neighbouring both Plover Cove Country Park and Yan Chau Tong Marine 
Park. 
 

 
What defines the village above all is its remoteness, its location in what Cantonese 
aptly calls a shan ga la, a hidden mountain nook.1 Surrounded by hills on three sides 
and facing the sea on the fourth, it can be reached only by boat or on foot, a walk of 
about two hours. 
 

 
Lai Chi Wo is a typical Hakka walled village, with farmland stretching out beyond its 
enclosing walls. Near my little farm, Farm In-situ,2 herds of yellow cattle live a vagrant 
sort of life among the hills, their numbers shifting from time to time, usually five or six 
together, sometimes only two or three, and occasionally a lone one wandering on its 
own. Massive in build, slow in movement, steady and even-tempered in nature: such 
is their character. 
 

 
Hong Kong has no native breed of yellow cattle, most having been brought in from 
Guangdong and Taiwan. In years past, local farmers relied widely on both yellow cattle 
and water buffalo as draught animals for ploughing. But as Hong Kong’s economy 
developed rapidly over the past few decades, agriculture began to fade, and from the 
                                                 
1 Translator’s note: Shan ga la , here glossed as “a hidden mountain nook,” is a colloquial 
Cantonese expression for a remote, hard-to-reach place tucked away in the hills, somewhere well 
beyond the ordinary routes of daily life. Informal and often touched with humour, it means literally 
"mountain corner", though it functions idiomatically rather than as a geographical description. The two 
characters, and , are rare, used almost nowhere else in modern Chinese, and form a mirrored pair: 

 written with  (“nine”) above  (“sun”),  reversing the arrangement with  above . Their 
obscurity suits the meaning well, a place so far out of the way that even the characters needed to name 
it are scarcely seen anywhere else. 
2 Translator’s note: Farm In-situ is the English name of this farm. The Chinese name, , carries a 
further layer of meaning not captured by this English title alone. means hidden, concealed, or 
withdrawn from view, while  means mountain or hill. Together, reads literally as “hidden 
mountain,” or “a mountain in seclusion,” evoking a quiet retreat tucked away from the world, out of 
sight. 

Ip IWP Writing Sample Fall 2026



2 
 

1970s onward farmers no longer planted rice. The working oxen, suddenly “out of 
work”, were abandoned. Today, Hong Kong is home to around 1,110 yellow cattle and 
120 water buffalo. They are found on Lantau Island, in Sai Kung and Ma On Shan, and 
across the central and north-eastern New Territories. 
 

 
A full-grown yellow cow weighing 500 kilograms consumes around 35 kilograms of 
dry forage a day, so simply allowing the cattle to roam the hills is an effective way of 
keeping the wild grass, which grows rampant every summer, under control. They are 
especially fond of plants from the grass family, but after observing them for several 
years, I discovered that what people commonly call the “green cancer”, the invasive 
vine Mikania micrantha, is, rather surprisingly, also one of their favourite foods. 
 

 
A cow's mouth seems to be in near-constant motion, though it is not grinding its teeth, 
but chewing the cud. We girls, as the saying goes, always have a second stomach 
reserved for dessert after a meal; young cattle are even more remarkable, with four 
stomachs altogether, namely the rumen, the reticulum, the omasum, and the 
abomasum. 
 

 
They lower their heads, searching through the lush green pasture for the sweetest, 
tenderest leaves, curling the grass into their mouths with their tongues. After a rough 
first chew, the grass passes into the rumen, the largest of the four stomachs, where it 
mixes with saliva and is broken down into small, fermenting clumps. These are then 
regurgitated into the mouth to be chewed again for a while, before being swallowed 
down the oesophagus into the reticulum, where the smaller food particles are gathered 
together into a soft mass known as chyme. This passes in turn through the omasum 
and the abomasum, before finally reaching the small and large intestines, where 
digestion and absorption take place. 
 

 
Most of the yellow cattle near the village are wary of people and keep their distance. 
There are, however, two young cattle who often come up to me of their own accord. 
When they are in a good mood, they even let me stroke their heads. Their lashes are 
long and their gaze gentle, and I cannot help but think of the old expression “a newborn 
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calf,”3 which traces its origin to the Zhuangzi, in the chapter “Knowledge Wandering 
North”: “Your eyes are like those of a newborn calf, asking after nothing.” Here, 
Zhuangzi praises his interlocutor before him for possessing the innocence and 
unselfconscious simplicity of a newborn calf, a state of being unburdened by 
calculation or desire. 
 

 
The yellow cattle live in quiet contentment, the gentlest guardians of this fertile land. 
There are usually seven or eight of them, adults and calves together. The fully grown 
cattle are firm and muscular, their hides, in varying shades of yellow and deep brown, 
gleaming in the sunlight. The calves, by contrast, are far livelier and more playful, their 
curious eyes forever darting this way and that. 
 

 
When the midday sun falls across the fields, the cattle usually lie resting beneath the 
shade of the trees. Unhurried in all they do, they seem almost detached from the 
passage of time. Only the occasional swish of a tail or the long, low rumble of their 
breathing reminds the world of their quiet presence. 
 

 
Where do the cattle sleep at night? There is, in truth, no fixed answer. I have often paid 
close attention to their habits, and I have noticed that towards dusk they sometimes 
fall into a curious, dazed state: they stop grazing, glance about in every direction, take 
a step or two and then come to a halt again. This state of mild confusion tends to last 
ten minutes or so, after which the lead bull will let out a great, low bellow, and once 
everyone has gathered, they set off together to wherever they have decided to sleep 
that night, sometimes it is the village square, sometimes the dark mangroves, and 
sometimes beside the broad, open beach. 
 

 

                                                 
3 Translator’s note: The Chinese original contains the phrase  (Cantonese: cho sang ji duk), “a 
newborn calf.” This phrase is most commonly recognised today as part of the proverb , 
“a newborn calf is not afraid of the tiger,” describing someone young and fearless, unaware of danger 
through sheer inexperience, an association first attested in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, where 
Guan Yu uses it to describe a formidable young general. Here, however, the author traces the phrase 
back to its original source several centuries earlier, in the Zhuangzi, where the same image of a newborn 
calf describes a different quality altogether: a state of innocence so complete that it asks no questions 
and seeks no understanding of cause or reason. 
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As a farmer, I sometimes go out in the morning to shovel up dung from among the 
piles of fallen leaves where the cattle have slept the night before, using it to make 
compost. At such moments, they look at me with curious, perhaps even faintly 
sympathetic eyes, as though quietly confirming to themselves that this particular 
human is a lowly servant, occupied with the most humble of tasks.  
 

 
There are conflicts, of course. Some villagers find the cattle dung filthy, and look down 
on the herds, even going so far as to lodge complaints about them. I, on the other hand, 
take it all quite happily in my stride, glad to play the role of their “official dung-
scooper.” In a place like Lai Chi Wo, where transport is extremely inconvenient, 
bringing in fertiliser from outside, whether chicken manure, bone meal, wood ash, and 
the like, is extremely difficult, and costly besides; “local cattle dung,” in this context, is 
the organic fertiliser we rely on most, and a perfectly effective one too. All the fruit 
trees at Farm In-situ are fed with it: a single pat provides enough nutrients for a tree 
for a whole month. Some people prefer to compost the dung first before applying it, 
but I simply tip it straight down beneath the fruit trees, letting it decompose naturally, 
returning to the tree and the soil on its own terms. 
 

 
Cattle feed on grass, which is rich in fibre, and it is precisely for this reason that cattle 
dung compost proves remarkably effective at improving soil that is hard-packed or 
heavy with clay, loosening the earth and making it fertile. 
 

 
“Do you eat beef?” I once asked a few of the villagers who had kept cattle when they 
were young. “Yes,” some replied. Others shook their heads emphatically. “Never.” 
“They help with the ploughing, you know.” “You see them every day. You grow attached 
to them.” 
 

 
For a long period in ancient Chinese history, beef was regarded as the most exalted of 
sacrificial offerings. At the same time, because cattle were indispensable to agriculture, 
they were afforded special protection. During the Western Zhou dynasty, it was 
decreed that “a feudal lord may not slaughter cattle without proper cause.” The laws 
of the Tang dynasty likewise recognised their importance: “Official and private horses 
and cattle are of great practical value. The cow is the foundation of farming and 
cultivation, the horse serves to travel great distances and serve miltary needs; for this 
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reason, anyone who slaughters them shall be sentenced to a year and a half of penal 
labour.” 
 

Shiva

 
In Hindu mythology, the white, hump-backed bull serves as the mount of Shiva, and 
stands as a divine symbol of the cosmos. For this reason, most Hindus hold the zebu, 
the humped Indian cattle breed, and it is a common sight even in the middle of cities 
to see them wandering freely through the streets, never driven away even if they bump 
into passers-by or help themselves to crops. 
 

 
The yellow cow can fairly be called the mammal most easily encountered in the Hong 
Kong countryside. Yellow cattle once worked the dry fields, water buffalo the wet 
paddies; but as Hong Kong’s agriculture declined, the yellow cattle, left “unemployed,” 
drifted gradually into a wandering existence across the rural landscape. Today, the 
sight of them grazing peacefully has become a familiar feature of the hillsides, and yet 
this familiar scene is by no means something we can simply take for granted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

○

○

 
Amid the ongoing sterilisation of cattle, Sit Hon-chung, Assistant Director of the 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department, disclosed that Hong Kong had 
around 1,110 yellow cattle in 2018, of which 800 had already been sterilised. He 
predicted that within ten years, by 2031, the number of free-roaming cattle would fall 
by half. With over seventy percent of yellow cattle already sterilised, and many calves 
falling prey to dog attacks, these abandoned herds of yellow cattle may, in time, find 
themselves unable to escape extinction in Hong Kong altogether. 
 

Donna  
I once wrote a short poem about them on the spot during a creative-writing workshop. 
titled “Donna the Cow”: 
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gentle-eyed vegetarian 
wandering across emerald fields 
like a girl with a cold 
exploring the earth with your damp nose 
always carrying that languid air 
halfway up the hill, to the foot of the slope,  
                    through the village, to the shore 
strolling 
along paths carpeted with deep-green grasses 
may you live without worry, without fear 
may no one turn you into beef 
or take your milk 
may you never have to plough a field 
may you be free to be fussy, 
to choose your greens 
or simply graze on grass 
may you remain idle every day 
your greatest trouble being 
which patch of grass to head for 
to lie down in 
or to play 
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Gaap san: Year of the Dragon1 

The first half of 2023 was an extraordinary period in my life. Taking up my first post 
as a university writer-in-residence, I found myself, for the very first time, teaching a 
course on nature writing in the role of “teacher.” To be honest, I was a quiet, withdrawn 
child who hardly spoke at all, like a speck of dust. It was best if no one no one noticed 
me at all. And yet somehow, here I am, I found myself making a career of “lecturing,” 
talking endlessly, which remains one of the most baffling mysteries of my entire life. 

The course was titled Nature Writing: From the Heart of the City to the Rural Periphery. In 
addition to thirteen lectures and thirteen tutorials, it also included a fieldwork component, 
something seldom found in other Chinese department courses. There were three field trips in 
total, and Lai Chi Wo, naturally, was the obvious choice for 
alongside the postgraduate and undergraduate students enrolled on the course, students from 
various other departments at Lingnan University, and even from other universities, also came 
to visit Lai Chi Wo and Farm In-situ,2 to hear me share stories about nature, which was a 
genuinely delightful surprise. 
 

 
By my third year living here, Lai Chi Wo had naturally become my “home turf.” Since 
there is only a single ferry each way, each field trip had to run the whole day through; 
                                                 
1 Translator’s note: The original Chinese title is  (Cantonese: gaap san: lung nin). 
is one of the sixty designations in the traditional Chinese sexagenary cycle, formed by pairing one of the 
Ten Heavenly Stems with one of the Twelve Earthly Branches.  (“Year of the Dragon”) is the more 
familiar everyday name for the same year, since the Earthly Branch  is associated with the dragon in 
the Chinese zodiac. Thus, the two halves of the title refer to the same year in two different registers: the 
first its formal calendrical designation, the second the name by which it is commonly known. In Chinese 
tradition, the dragon is regarded as the most auspicious of the twelve zodiac animals, symbolising 
power, good fortune, and ambition. Dragon years are therefore widely considered especially favourable 
for major life events, such as marriage or starting a family, a belief often reflected in higher birth rates 
during such years. The most recent year began in 2024. 
2 Translator’s note: Farm In-situ is the English name of the farm, while the Chinese name is , which 
carries a further layer of meaning not captured by this English title alone. means hidden, concealed, 
or withdrawn from view, while  means mountain or hill. Together, reads literally as “hidden 
mountain,” or “a mountain in seclusion,” evoking a quiet retreat tucked away from the world, out of 
sight. 
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fortunately, Lai Chi Wo itself offers a beautiful seaside and feng shui woods, along with 
a rich history and culture rooted in its Hakka walled village, and Farm In-situ, my 
farm, could offer the students a space to observe plants and animals up close. With so 
much to see, a full day would usually pass in the blink of an eye. 

We would usually gather at the village square, near a Bak Gung tree.3 In Hakka culture, 
“Bak Gung” refers to the earth god, the deity who watches over and protects the 
community. Most villages typically have a particular festival day on which villagers lay 
out offerings and burn incense and candles before the shrine, praying for peace and 
safety. Shrines to Bak Gung are typically set up in shared, public spots within a village, 
such as the “Well-Head Bak Gung” by a well, or the “Bridge-Head Bak Gung” by a 
bridge, each watching over its own piece of communal infrastructure. 

The Bak Gung tree in front of the village is a Chinese banyan. An evergreen plant, the 
Chinese banyan is one of the most commonly planted roadside trees in Hong Kong. Its 
trunk grows beard-like aerial roots, which help draw moisture from the air; once these 
roots reach the ground, they thicken, and can come to act as supports for the trunk. At 
first glance, it may look as though several, even dozens, of smaller trees all growing 
together, when in fact it is only a single great tree. 

Its fruit is as a syconium, borne in abundance along the branches when in reason, 
providing birds a delicious feast. Offering both food and shelter, the great banyan, its 
canopy spreading wide enough to block out the sky, gathers birds of every size at dawn 
and dusk, singing and playing among its branches. 

That vast canopy of shade has long made the perfect spot for Cantonese people to 
gather, rest, and chat at leisure. “Bring your own little stool, and listen to the old tales,” 
as the saying goes; storytellers would sit beneath the banyan and spin their stories set 
against the great sweep of history, itself one of the emblematic traditions of Lingnan 

                                                 
3 Translator’s note: Bak Gung ( , Cantonese: baak gung) is the earth god, a guardian deity widely 
worshipped in Hakka and southern Chinese folk religion, broadly equivalent to Tudigong ( ) in 
the wider Chinese tradition. Shrines to Bak Gung are typically modest, often little more than a small 
altar or stone marker, and are usually sited at significant points within a village, beneath an old tree, 
beside a well, near a bridge, each Bak Gung understood to watch over that particular spot. 
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culture. And the custom in Lai Chi Wo of making offerings to the Bak Gung tree reflects 
the deep, abiding reverence the Hakka people hold for the land itself. 

Psidium guajava

I never ever miss the chance to point out the guava tree (Psidium guajava) standing 
nearby. From the outside, the guava’s smooth bark bears some resemblance to that of 
the yellow buttercup tree. When I lead guided walks in the countryside, I particularly 
enjoy introducing the guava: crush its leaves between your fingers, and they release a 
rich, unmistakable guava fragrance. At the same time, the leaves’ rough surface makes 
them excellent material for leaf printing, a quick brush of paint and a gentle press is 
enough to leave a clear, sharply defined imprint of the veins on paper. 

The young carpenter Yung Wing-yan told me she loves working with guava wood. She 
explained that many tool handles can be made using guava wood as the raw material. 
As a fruit tree, the guava possesses a quality of “harmony”: some woods are extremely 
hard, and if used for a tool’s handle, when the tool strikes against some equally hard 
material, hard meeting hard is bound to end badly for one side or the other. Guava 
wood, by contrast, is slender and pliant, possessed of real resilience, able to release 
force at just the right moment rather than resisting it outright. As a child I was 
withdrawn yet stubborn, and growing into adulthood, having to face the wider world, 
I have had, again and again, to learn how to get along with other people. In how we 
deal with others and with life itself, perhaps there is something to be learned, too, from 
the guava's effortless, supple ease. 

Artocarpus heterophyllus
Tucked away in the hidden depths of the forest nearby grows the jackfruit (Artocarpus 
heterophyllus), whose flesh, to my nose at least, smells thoroughly unpleasant. 

Yet the jackfruit’s history as a foodstuff stretches back a long way. As the story goes, 
when Admiral Zheng He sailed the Western Seas during the Ming dynasty, he and his 
retinue were among the first Chinese to taste both the durian and the jackfruit. Ma 
Huan, who accompanied Zheng He on his voyages, mentions the fruit in his The 
Overall Survey of the Ocean’s Shores: “The jackfruit resembles a winter melon in 
shape, its outer skin like that of the Sichuan lychee; within the skin lie lumps of yellow 
flesh the size of a hen's egg, tasting as sweet as honey.” 
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The fresh flesh of the jackfruit can be eaten raw or made into candied fruit; its seeds, 
when “roasted, taste like chestnuts,” and in their shape resemble beautiful, polished 
pebbles. To me, however, its name is more beautiful still. In Chinese, the name for 
jackfruit,  (literally “big tree pineapple”), derives from  (a 
transliteration of the Sanskrit pāramitā, “to reach the other shore”),4 found in 
Buddhist scripture. From this shore of birth, death, and endless reincarnation, the 
Dharma carries one across to the further shore of nirvana and liberation;  
carries with it this same blessing, this same auspiciousness. 

Besides exploring the village’s historic buildings, wandering through the feng shui 
woodland, and trying a hand at farm work, eating Hakka cuisine is, of course, an 
essential part of the experience. The Hakka people have traditionally settled largely in 
mountainous areas with limited farmland, and their cuisine reflects this practical 
reality, guided above all by the simple principle of “eating one’s fill.” Its defining 
qualities are saltiness, savoury, and richness in fat, qualities that not only make the 
food go well with rice and leave one properly satisfied, but also help replenish the salt 
lost through sweat after heavy labour. At the same time, because food supplies were 
often scarce, many ingredients were preserved through methods such as sun-drying 
and pickling, making them resistant to spoiling, a practice that reflects, in every detail, 
the hardiness and frugality of the Hakka people. Among the best-known dishes are the 
Hakka pork bowl and Hakka chicken cooked with yellow rice wine. 

Hakka Pork Bowl: Traditionally, the Hakka people were an agricultural people, and 
the physical demands of their farm work meant a considerable loss of energy and 
strength. To replenish the salt and nutrients lost in this way, dishes such as Hakka 

                                                 
4 Translator’s note:  (Cantonese: bo lo mat) is a Chinese phonetic transliteration of the Sanskrit 
pāramitā, “perfection,” or more literally “that which has crossed over,” a central concept in Buddhist 
teaching referring to the transcendent virtues that carry a practitioner across the sea of suffering and 
rebirth to enlightenment. The individual characters,  (“wave”),  (“net” or “gauze”), and  (“honey”), 
were chosen purely for their sounds and carry no meaning of their own in combination. The connection 
the author draws is one of sound rather than shared characters: , the first two characters in  
is a near-homophone of  (“pineapple”), the second half of , the Chinese name for the 
jackfruit, and it is this resemblance in sound that allows the author to read a Buddhist blessing into the 
fruit’s everyday name. 
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pork bowl, braised pork, Hakka salted chicken, and yellow rice wine chicken all tend 
to carry a comparatively strong, robust flavour. Beyond this, preserving food with 
sugar and salt also served to extend its shelf life. Among these richly flavoured dishes, 
one of the most celebrated is the Hakka pork bowl. 

Let us start with the vessel itself. The “small clay bowl” is a piece of Hakka cookware 
traditionally made of unglazed earthenware. The authentic method for Hakka pork 
bowl is to cut pork belly into small pieces, season it, and top it generously with minced 
garlic and fermented black beans before steaming; the dish is then set aside overnight 
and steamed again the next day. This repeated steaming allows the ingredients to soak 
up flavour thoroughly, and the result, wickedly indulgent, melt-in-the-mouth fatty 
pork, is utterly perfect with a bowl of plain rice. 

Hakka Chicken with Yellow Rice Wine: Hakka people place great importance on their yellow 
wine, which is often home-brewed and served to relatives and friends on festive and celebratory 
ocassions.

The method for making Hakka yellow rice wine is as follows: glutinous rice is washed 
clean and soaked overnight, then steamed over water until fully cooked, and spread 
out on a large tray to cool. Crushed wine cake5 is then sprinkled evenly over the 
steamed rice and mixed thoroughly throughout. Finally, clean, lukewarm water is 
sprinkled over the mixture to help the rice ferment. 

The rice is then transferred into a specially made wine jar with a narrow neck and a 
wide body, where it is left to ferment. When brewing Hakka yellow rice wine, a lid 
roughly the same size as the jar’s mouth is used to seal it shut, and great care is 
sometimes taken to seal even the tiny gap between the jar’s body and the lid with 
yellow clay, so as to keep out any outside bacteria. The sealed jar is then placed 
somewhere cool and shaded; the fermentation period itself is not fixed, usually 
somewhat quicker in summer, and considerably longer in winter, the process complete 
once the glutinous rice has fully settled to the bottom.

5 Translator’s note: The Chinese original uses the term  (Cantonese: zau beng), here translated as 
“wine cake.” It refers to a small, dense cake made from a mixture of rice flour and yeast cultures, used 
as the fermentation starter in traditional Chinese rice wine making. It is crushed into powder and mixed 
with cooked rice to begin the fermentation process. 
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Hakka yellow rice wine has a mellow, gently sweet taste. Villagers often drink it in 
winter to keep themselves warm, or serve it when receiving friends and family. Owing 
to this same mellow sweetness, it is also considered especially suitable for postpartum 
recovery; Hakka women, during their month of confinement after giving birth, 
frequently drink homemade yellow rice wine to nourish and restore the body. Besides 
being enjoyed on its own, the wine is also used in cooking, most notably in the dish of 
chicken braised in yellow wine. A plump, free-range chicken cooked in this fragrant, 
sweet wine makes for a traditional Hakka dish of truly endless flavour. 

Once we had finished our field study and the lunch, the afternoon was usually given 
over to a relaxed creative session, writing or drawing, simply sharing our thoughts and 
impressions. Afterwards, I would take the teaching staff and students to pick up a few 
small local snacks as souvenirs, and before long it would already be time to head back. 
I would always saw the students off at Lai Chi Wo pier myself, and only once everyone 
had safely boarded the boat could I finally feel at ease. At half past three, the ferry 
would pull away to the sound of its horn, growing smaller and smaller, heading out 
towards the beautiful waters of Yan Chau Tong. I, meanwhile, would wander slowly 
back to the village, quiet now after the day’s visitors had gone. 

And then I would sit down and write them a poem. 

“The Storyteller of Green Leaves” 

The stream murmurs, the stones are cool, 
among the lush green banks of the man-made watercourse, 
the cattle wander, back and forth, foraging as they go, 
chewing over the miracle of tender, succulent leaves, 
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ruminating on the delicate sweetness of memory. 
Wild grass, trees, sprouting and growing after the rain, 
the cattle let out a low “moo,” 
murmuring out across the rippling water, 
drifting through the mountain woods and the mist. 

Cattle and children 
walk through a passage dappled with light and shadow, 
birds of prey circle overhead, 
cormorants dive beneath the surface, 
egrets stand still in thought at the water’s edge. 

Children grow up surrounded by technology, 
yet still the storyteller tells tales. 
Some stand, some squat, 
in a straight line, 
or gathered into a half-circle. 
Do the children know what the leaves of a sweet potato look like? 
Its underground stems are forever entangled in mud, 
yet from the bitterness of that dirt and dust, 
they learn to become soft, glutinous, sweet. 

The sun burns hot, sweat soaking through the edges of our clothes, 
a red dragonfly rests upon an unripe fruit, 
its compound eyes watching the pulse of life. 
The river winds on in silent flow, 
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the miracle of photosynthesis unfurling every leaf vein. 
At the fork in the path, we each set out on our own journey through life, 
and sometimes nature becomes our compass. 

I know that sometimes, 
the land cannot speak, 
plants cannot plead their case, 
and can only shed their leaves or peel their skin in silence, 
turn yellow, or simply wither away. 
Not every shoot can grow in peace. 
Everywhere, the city presses in with its hard frame, 
and you, 
can still sprout amid hardship, 
and escape in the manner of a climbing vine, 
reaching curiously towards the sky; 
and if, 
by chance, the flower of life blooms here, 
then let this moment become eternality. 
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