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On a night after the Mid Autumn Festival, Peter Lai was invited as guest on the RTHK programme “Free as the wind”.
Half an hour before the programme’s conclusion, at 12:30 after midnight, many listeners were still phoning in. A
good number of Lai’s “fans” all declared that they never knew Peter had written the lyrics of so many songs!

On that night, my mind just could not be at ease. One night in 1977, on the first floor of a detached house on
Stafford Road, Kowloon Tong, the door bell rang. Sam Hui called at my house, bringing with him a little guy who
was young, very skinny, with pointed face and chin, and shiny eyes.

The little guy was just like a street urchin, his facial expressions betraying the demeanour of the vulgar herd.
Most self-important bourgeoisie would be put off by his taste of clothing and body language. He came looking for
a job - as television screen playwright.

I did not consider how many years of schooling the little guy had had. I only asked him one question, “What occupa-
tions have you done?”

The little guy answered unenthusiastically, “I’ve just been a driver.”

I responded without thinking, “Report for work tomorrow morning.” I was in charge of creative work for variety
shows (such as Enjoy Yourselves Tonight). I had no need for book learned scholars. I needed people from all walks
of life in the community, including university graduates, office clerks, comic strip artists, idlers, and second-
ary school students of unsatisfactory academic achievements...Add a driver and I would be expanding the “frater-
nity” of nameless heroes “converging from all quarters”. (Thirty years on, each and every one of this gang is now
a superstar in film and TV entertainment industry.) That skinny little guy is the award winner who to this day
remains thin as a lath - Peter Lai, who ranks among the stellar celebrities in the realm of Hong Kong pop music.

On the night of the radio broadcast, I pointed out specifically ;ﬁ‘t?ﬁiﬁiﬁﬂhﬁl“‘-ﬂ’éﬁfil_éﬁ’ﬁ?%*mmﬁiﬁflmﬁ'?ﬁ""
that Peter Lai’s winning the CASH Hall of Fame Award was no ‘“”“m’”"Pﬂ"L“szyﬁuﬁlﬁﬁm;jﬁiﬁlg

S atic songs with Yu Mo Lin, his g end.
“everybody gets something” or “golden handshake award”, his Chinese operatioititl
works were “not unprecedented in history, yet unsurpassable in
posterity.”

What is treasurable in his lyrics is the fact that they repre-
sent the voice deep in the heart of the grassroot citizens of
Hong Kong from the 197@0s to the 199@s. They are the words of
self-heartening of the masses. Most characteristically, singers
voice (sing) out those lyrics in ordinary everyday idioms. The
general public do not feel that the singers are lecturing them
while putting on airs of elders or teachers, but are rather
chatting casually as in friendly conversation.

R hifﬂvy%thréyﬁ%rf”is supported by evidence. See for instance
the wily geniuses of Lingnan - south of the Five Ranges (which
bisect Ching), in the Guangdong province in mid Qing Dynasty
(turn of the 18th/19th centuries). They invariasbly canvassed
the folk sentiments from the lower classes, and expressed their
ideas in the most grassroot lingo. There was refinement within
the wvulgar, appreciated by both the sophisticated and the
common classes. It elevated “folk” culture to the level of a
popular “refined culture”! This is where the Guangdong witty
geniuses excelled themselves.

I recall a couplet by He Dan-ru, one of such witty geniuses:
“One fist-punch:eyes spit fire. Bi-{pun on “by”} standers:
teeth gnawing fear.” It was written in colloguial Cantonese and the \ S
couplet is both structurally balanced and easily comprehensible, It appeals to both refined
and popular tastes! X
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This is a pure portrayal of ordinary citizens’' everyday life. Not a single word from the egghead highbrow vocabu-
lary of a scholastic frame of mind. Not even any proverbs or phrases used by primary school children. Just ordinary
man-in-the-street speak, pure and simple! A voice that is extremely plain!

Then take a look at his “Raise Avound the Cleock” with new lyrics to the tune of “Rock Around the Clock”.

CHPLEe rals

ey
to grab a hoandful or two.

to it after alil®

fle 1s

This kind of expressions and diction was heard everywhere: benches in the park, MIR carriages, fast food cafe
seats...... lamenting the colonial government in those days for its helplessness in controlling inflation. No
need to go into whether it was reasonable or illogical. In any case, everybody was saying it..



“At his mercy”, “no wonder”, “get used to it”.. just like “eyes spit fire” and “gnawing fear”, are vivid Guangzhou dialec-
tic expressions, a heritage of Lingnan folk culture! The quintessence of brilliant popular culture!

Peter Lai’s lyrics are always rich in visual scenes. This has to do with his early training of his mind while working
at a television station. He was responsible for composing “song gag”, which encompassed both song and scene.

“Midnight Whispers”: “Thousandfold lovesickness, like drizzles. Depressed and languishing, might as well compose a
poem. Picking up a sheet of paper, I lament being at a loss for words. It is indeed not easy to pour out one's heart.”
Just use your mind’s eyes, and the images used by the author in the song - drizzles, compose a poem, picking up a sheet
of paper - are all vividly visualized before one’s eyes. The poetic moods and scenic sentiments are all there. And none
of it an allusion or quote from any poetry!

Now take a look at Lai’s love song “Monica”: “You used to love me, love me recklessly.

You sacrificed the youthfulness of your whole life to give me brightness. Very grateful for the day you changed me.
Giving without saying anything. Your tender love has always filled my heart with guilt.

Thanks, thanks, thanks, thanks, Monica. Whe can take your place? You used to teach me the true meaning of love,

Pity, this tiger cub underrated you. Very grateful for your saying goodbye, which enlightened me.

Pray forgive me. What little feelings remaining are gone with dreams. Forget it.”

Writing about love lost, he wrote about gains! “Loss” vis-a-vis “gains®. Who but a sentimental fellow who had experi-
enced love lost could perceive it? Who but a sensitive creative writer could turn it into lyrics? Everybody could have
experienced loss of love, but it is not everybody who could gain knowledge of life’s subtleties!

As for Peter Lai’s observation, it is also exceptionally acute and keen. “Tsimshatsui Susie” and “Ten Girls” are both
“comic strips in song”, surreal, multi-media.. behold:

“Tsimshatsui Susie, never worried about meals. Her dad habitually werks hard, selling duck eggs in the wet market.
Tsimshatsui Susie has a lot of beaut dresses at home.

Ordnge matches green, beige goes with blue, every piece rousing and eye-catching.

Running into a macho man, her eves will keep winkit Sexy and seductive, she laughs at anything.

Frequenting disco the whole night ‘til dawn, embraces and hugs are matters of course.”

Susie epitomizes a comic strip girl: trendy, wild, eye-catching, and realistic! She represents the avant garde Hong Kong
young girl of the 197@s and 1980s, showing their self-confidence, hauteur and rebellious nature. A veritable caricature
of the century!

Of course, Peter Lai has already attained the loftiest phase of life, “seeking nothing” - no worries, no mishaps, no
debts, no illnesses! “One must be passive in thinking, but positive in action. Whatever one is doing, do it well, but
prepare for failure deep in one’s heart. When there is not much expectation, there is also not much disappointment!”

In the mortal world, everyone is vying, fighting, and killing each other for “fame, gain, lust, power, licentiousness”.
How many mortals can appreciate the meaning of the lyrics of “Drunkard's Dilemma®?

“Often I am poor as a churchmouse. It is most free to be carefree. Just have three meals a day, "Wlliffasuzp:mwm*‘;iﬁitﬁfﬁﬁ
N X 3 X 3 S S SN A [E 3
I am an optimist, with few worries. One really should see through it all. Do not mind too ““erJmmdwmucwml;f@
= sicians to

much success or failure, gain or loss.”

Also imagine one is a wild goose in the sky, carefree and at ease? The author
sees the wild goose, feels it is unfettered, enjoying the freedom of total
emancipation. Not only does he hearten himself, but he also drives the message
home for the general public!

“Lifting my head, watching o wild goose in the sky,

Rouses feelings that fill my heart. I'd rather be a wild goose in the sky
Than wearing suit and shirt. Forgetting how wicked ond perilous

Are the fights ib the stressful community,

Throwing off the depressing troubles of the mundane world,

Flying to and fro amid clouds in the universe ™

The empathy of “(rather) than wearing suit and shirt” is a master stroke!
Exquisite!

“W’n.-srm;{:u.szmﬁria @ froslerely " is no empty praise! Those “nonsensical”,
rhymed Cantopops are merely “limericks”; once past their good-for days of
popularity, they are never heard of again. Peter’s lyrics have deep mean-
ings in them, and the majority of them are passed down to this day and still
popular among the next generation. Youngsters today may use “trendy speak?”,
but we have yet to see “trendy speak” go into songs. Not one lyricist takes
after Peter Lai. “Unrepeatable”?

And who could emulate Peter Lai in appreciating the true meaning of life,
delighting in not counting gains and losses, success and failure, just
flying freely like geese? God knows!

Tonight, we rejoice at CASH conferring the Hall of Fame Award to Peter Lai.
Let us drink a toast to Hong Kong for breeding such a rare ilk of genius!
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