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control capacities, we could be in for a
long, difficult race.”
If after curtailment, SARS does
develop a seasonal pattern, experts
believe that this epidemic may become
a recurrent disease such as the 1997
Avian Flu which resurged – in form of
the H5N1 sub-type - to kill six people
and infect 12 others in a small but
densely populated area. Nine cases
were children under the age of 10.
In March 1999, there were two cases
of human infection by the H9N2 strain,
also in Hong Kong. Ever since local
experts believed that the causative
influenza A virus of the Avian Flu may
have already found its ecological niche
in local avian species and that Bird’s
Flu has become an endemic disease.
Would the same possibility exist
with SARS? Now that a new species
of coronavirus is proven to be the culprit
and it is not found in human, where
does it come from? Most experts hint
that it may come from animals.

..................

Since the outbreaks of HIV, which
was believed to have been transmitted
from Africa’s Green Monkeys to humans
in the early 80’s, and the resurgence of
Ebola epidemics in Zaire & Uganda in
1989, again a mysterious hemorrhagic
fever causing virus proven to be
threatening both apes and humans,
experts are now convinced that animal
viruses are capable of adapting to
humans as infecting hosts through mutation
if given time and sufficient contacts.
Avian flu is already a good example.
It is known that viruses from fowl rarely
cross over to humans in the past, but
H5N1 and its subtype can do so now.
Since it has long been known that
the coronavirus family includes viral
species involved with the common
cold in humans, and with more severe
respiratory diseases in cattle, pigs and
fowl, could this new species of coronavirus
possibly come from farm animals?
The investigation team led by WHO
epidemics experts visited Guangzhou
hospitals with SARS outbreaks in early
April, enquiring about the possible viral
links with farm animals. They were told
that a few of the SARS patients had
been kitchen workers, but could not find

any conclusive evidence yet. Scientists
believe that the final cue may lie in
the analyses of the DNA sequence
of causative virus of SARS**. So far,
experts believe that there is some
possibility that SARS may become an
endemic disease of Guangdong and
Hong Kong.

..................

Should the SARS become endemic,
what can we do? Dr Bing Wong,
an expert in plasma fractionation from
Boston, said for short term solution,
he proposed to the Hospital Authority to
adopt the Solvent Detergent technique
developed by the New York Blood
Centre to ensure that plasma collected
from local SARS convalescent patients
are free from any residual SARS
infectious agents and hepatitis before
use, as this technique is capable of
inactivating any contaminating viral
particles in donated plasma. For long
term purpose, he said, the best approach
still is to set up a Centre of Communityspecific Immunoglobulin (CCI), a
charitable body with the mission: 1)
To establish HK's first community-specific
IG bank for the treatment of coronavirus
pneumonia and bird flu, and 2) To
help hospitals in HK to treat emerging
epidemics of unknown causative agents.
What are community-specific
immunoglobulins (IG)? IG is circulating
antibodies in blood to neutralise foreign
pathogenic (e.g. viral & bacterial)
particles. Specificity of IG is highly
specialised and directed by the identities
of previous infections. As a result,
IG have been widely used in the
treatment of tetanus, rabies and Hepatitis
B. IG derived from locally collected
plasma is regarded as HK communityspecific IG. For example, if the donor
plasma pool consists of convalescent
individuals of atypical pneumonia and
bird flu, the IG produced could be
used for the treatment of the infectious
diseases. As the risks of IG therapy are
minimal (NIH Consensus Development
Program 1990), it could be an
alternative choice for certain groups
(e.g. renal failure and heart disease) of
patients who are not entirely suitable
for taking standard drugs. In fact, during
the current SARS outbreaks, more than
twenty SARS patients in serious

conditions were saved using plasma
collected from convalescent SARS
patients, because this type of plasma
contain high titre of SARS-specific
antibodies, capable of neutralising the
SARS virus. Should the Hospital Authority
have moved more swiftly to set up
an official protocol for more front-line
doctors to apply this plasma therapy to
critically ill SARS patients, more lives
could have been saved.
But in the end, in today’s shrinking
global village in which globetrotters
move around constantly, the most effective
safeguard of public health against any
eventual outbreak of epidemics still
lies in the setting up of an epidemics
networking system, both nationally and
internationally. As Dr Ali, a local public
health expert, pointed out earlier, should
there be a joint Guangdong and HKSAR
communication networking on health
issues at all levels (i.e., public health
control, identification laboratories,
researches and medical treatment,
as well as health education), and the
recent outbreak of SARS in Hong Kong
would have possibly been much better
controlled. Under the auspice of WHO,
the Mainland along with the province of
Guangdong is now in full collaboration
with Hong Kong SAR government to set
up such an epidemic communication
network. It is late, but better than never.
* To be definitively declared the cause of SARS, the
novel virus must satisfy three conditions known as
Koch's Postulates. These were devised in 1890 by
the German scientist Robert Koch, initially for
anthrax infections. First, the suspect microbe must
be isolated from all, or nearly all, cases; second, it
must be cultured in isolation; and third, those
cultured germs must be able to re-create the disease
in a test animal. Albert Osterhaus of Erasmus
University in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, told New
Scientist that the coronavirus has now been isolated
from patients in several different countries, and
grown in several labs. Now results show that the
cultured viruses indeed produce symptoms of SARS
in the deliberately infected animals as human do.
** Early Saturday morning (April 12, 2003),
researchers led by Dr Caroline Astell in at Michael
Smith Genome Sciences Centre in British Columbia
finished the DNA sequencing work on a sample of
a coronavirus from a patient with SARS. The current
genome shotgun data file in raw sequence now
available in fasta format, contains the first draft
genome assembly totalling 29,736 base pairs.

Dr Kenneth Lee obtained his Docteur de Specialite from
Lyon University and his PhD in Biochemistry from McGill
University. He was the first Science & Technology Editor
of Hong Kong Economic Journal and is a well-known
columnist in science and technology. He is now CEO of
a HK-based biopharmaceutical corporate with R&D in
recombinant protein therapeutics.
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the Faculty of Arts

s one of the three founding faculties,
is celebrating its 90th anniversary. The first Arts
students were admitted to the Faculty in October 1912 and four of those BA students were among the small group of
graduates to receive their degrees at the University’s very first congregation in 1916. Since then the Faculty of Arts has grown to
become one of the flagship faculties of the University of Hong Kong and its graduates have made significant contributions to the
development of Hong Kong, China and the wider regions of East and Southeast Asia.
We are very proud of this long tradition in higher education and of the many achievements of our alumni and will forge
ahead in continuing to provide graduates who will, through their achievements, move Hong Kong and the Region forward.
The Faculty would like to invite you to join in the various activities planned for this year:

Distinguished Alumni Lectures – an annual series of keynote lectures delivered
by distinguished Arts alumni

First series: “The Humanities and Society”
Delivered by:
• Mrs Anson Chan
(BA 1962)
May 31, 2:30 pm, Rayson Huang Theatre
• Mr Martin Lee
(BA 1960)
June 14, 3:00 pm, Rayson Huang Theatre
• Mr John Chan
(BA 1964)
September 20, 3:00 pm, Loke Yew Hall
• Dr Alice Lam
(BA 1963)
October

Homecoming Banquet
Date: November 14, 2003 (Fri)
Time: 7:30 pm (6:30 pm cocktails)
Venue: Convention Hall, Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Centre

Enquiries
Tel:
2859 2733
Email: artsfac@hkucc.hku.hk
Web: http://facarts.hku.hk/homepage/

Homecoming Banquet
Reservation Form
Please complete and return by July 31, 2003.
To: Faculty of Arts, HKU, Pokfulam, HK (fax: 2548 5231)
I would like to (please tick as appropriate) :
[ ] reserve
seat(s) /
table(s) ($650 each; $7,800 per table; 12 persons per table).
[ ] reserve
table(s) as corporate sponsorship ($9,000 per table).
and enclose a crossed cheque payable to “The University of Hong Kong” for HK$

.

Name:
Degree & Year of graduation:
Tel:

(Office)

Fax:

Email:

Address:

(Mobile)

✁
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A new book on the early history of HKU

T

o celebrate the 90th Anniversary, a series of activities have been organised. It started with a garden
party in October 2002 organised by the Department of History, the launch of An Impossible Dream:
Hong Kong University from Foundation to Re-establishment 1910-1950, The Hong Kong Art Archive
(http://web.hku.hk/~hkaa/), a series of recitals featuring classical and jazz pianists, a concert copresented with Hong Kong Arts Festival Society: Meeting with Steve Reich: Drums, trains and other
hypnotic repetitions, and an exhibition on Ancient Taoist Art from Shanxi Museums jointly organised with
University Museum and Art Gallery, The Administration of Cultural Relics in Shanxi and Hong Kong
Taoist Association.
Last December, Professor Pai Hsien-yung (
) was invited to deliver a talk on Kunqu:
“
” accompanied by a Kunqu performance
by the Suzhou Kunqu Opera Theatre (
) which was jointly organised by the Department
of Chinese and the Leisure & Cultural Services
Department, HKSAR and sponsored by the Wah
Ching Fund for Promoting Chinese Culture (
).

Former and current Vice-Chancellors, (from left)
Professor Ian Davies, Professor Lap-Chee Tsui and
Professor Wang Gungwu, launching the Book in
December 2002

T

he story of HKU’s early history has been told many times
before, but this new book on the subject, published by
Oxford University Press to mark the 90th anniversary of the
University, adopts a more scholarly approach to the subject
than has ever been attempted previously. The editors of the
book, Professor L K C Chan and Dr Peter Cunich of the
Department of History, explain that the volume attempts to
make a major contribution to our understanding of the early
development of higher education in Hong Kong. “It aims”,
said Dr Cunich, “at placing HKU in the regional and
international context of higher education before the Second
World War”.
The twelve essays which make up the volume have all
been written by specialists from the History Department, both
current teachers as well as former staff and graduates, so it is
a work which shows great affection for the University while
being an impressive work of scholarship. As Professor Wang
Gungwu said at the launch of the book in December, the
story of HKU is a noble one which needs to be retold anew
with each passing generation of students in order to remind us
of the difficult struggle which was necessary to establish HKU
as one of the finest universities in East Asia.
For a long time it did seem that the establishment and
continuation of HKU was indeed an impossible dream. The
book relates the succession of financial crises which brought
the University to the verge of bankruptcy a number of times,
the difficulties of student recruitment, and ultimately the heavy
impact of the Japanese Occupation which closed the
University from 1941 until 1946. But it also reveals the flame
of determination which enabled staff and students to continue
dreaming throughout these difficult years. There are chapters
which deal with student life during the 1920s and 30s, the
arrival of women students, the large contingent of Malayan
Chinese students who came to HKU, and the dedication of
students and staff alike during the wartime years. In fact there
is something to interest every graduate in this book, whether it

be a survey of teacher training between the two world wars,
or the establishment of St John’s and Morrison Halls.
An Impossible Dream reveals that dreams do come true,
but it takes a lot of dedication and fortitude. These are valid
observations at a time when HKU is dreaming of being one
of the top twenty-five universities in the world!

Alumni meeting in
Shanghai in 1937

An Impossible Dream: Hong Kong University from
Foundation to Re-establishment, 1910-1950 (OUP, 2002)
is available for alumni at the special price of $315
and may be ordered through the Department of History
Office by contacting Ms Iris Ng at tel: 2859 2861,
fax: 2858 9755, or email: history@hkucc.hku.hk. Overseas
alumni wishing to order at the full price ($350) plus postage
of $90 (within Asia) or $115 (outside Asia) should place
their orders through Oxford University Press, Academic
and Trade Unit, 18/F Warwick House East, Taikoo Place,
979 King’s Road, Quarry Bay, Hong Kong
(fax: +852-2516 3208, tel: +852-2516 3208, or
email: chansuan@oupchina.com.hk).

