Chapter 3
Frank Huang Fei-jan
Cool, cool, cool

In 1960, King's College had a new music teacher, Frank Huang Fei-jan.

Frank Huang was a civil servant. He worked in the Music Inspectorate of
the Education Department, before becoming the music teacher of King's,
taking over from Oswald Lim.

Nothing could have been more different, Lim and Huang. Chalk and
cheese. Lim was engaging, out-going, Huang, cool, reserved. Lim led,
Huang observed. Lim engaged, Huang observed, and observed.

| had many first hand experiences of Huang's cool, quiet, dispassionate
demeanor.

During the years | studied at King's, from 1958 to 1964, within school
premises, we were instructed to speak only English. Any student caught
speaking Cantonese or any other Chinese dialect would be asked to report
to the Vice Principal, who would administer different doses of punishment,
from copying 500 times nonsensical statements such as 'l shall only speak
English in School', or spending a number of hours after school, in detention
class.

| cannot count how many times | was caught committing this offense.
Numerous. All students at Kings spoke to one another in Cantonese; we
never spoke English, except during the lessons at which English was the
medium of instruction. Got caught? Piece of cake. See the Vice
Principal? Sure. | had got used to that. | stood ready, for detention, or
whatever. Pray tell me how | am going to be published; | just do not care.

One day | was caught again, with a number of fellow offenders. We were
instructed to go see the Vice Principal. That we did, after school. The
Vice Principal was not in the staff room. We waited. After 20 minutes, we
were bored stiff. We began, quietly, to speak to one another, in Cantonese,
got more and more excited, and had no idea that the Vice Principal had
entered the Staff Room........

The Vice Principal was furious. He turned lobster red, and yelled at us in a
language none of us understood. You see, he was not a Cantonese.
Someone said he was born and raised in Shanghai, studied for his Phd in



England, and worked his way up to the rank of Vice Principal at King's.

"NO CANTONESE!"!! NO...NO......"  He vyelled. The whole room
reverberated.

We just stood there, waiting for him to either explode, implode, or run out
of steam, or breath, or whatever.

That did not happen. The yelling went on for quite a while. The Staff
Room was full, but the other teachers in the room were so embarrassed,
that one after another, they quietly slipped out of the room.

| slowly lifted my eyes, looked around and began to notice that one teacher
was still in the room, quietly watching the whole episode: our music
teacher, Frank Huang; he was watching, dispassionately, his face and eye
showing absolutely nothing........ nothing. What was he thinking? What
was he looking at, | wondered. | watched him, out of the corner of my
eyes. Finally, after about 20 minutes, the Vice Principal began to run out
of steam......... we were instructed to copy 800 times that nonsensical
phrase, and spend 3 late afternoon in a detention class.

To this day, | still cannot figure out what Frank Huang was doing during
those 20 minutes of diabolical monologue by the Vice Principal. | was
amazed that someone could have stayed, and watched, watched, and
watched. No emotion. Not sure if there was even awareness. Just
watched, watched and watched.

Later, years later, | had my own rationalization of Huang's behavior. My
own theory. I'll come to this point later.

There was nothing wrong with Frank Huang, when it came to the teaching
of music. There was nothing particularly remarkable either way. He was a
good singer. At the music lessons, most of the time he would ask us to
sing, from song books, with him at the piano. | don't remember hearing
him talk about the theory or history of music. Not that we cared. Music
lessons were, for us, sessions for relaxation, for quiet chatting, in
Cantonese.

Frank Huang taught at Kings for one year. After that he was posted back
to the Music Inspectorate of the Education Department.

| next met Frank Huang two years later.



In 1963, | joined the newly formed Hong Kong Youth Orchestra. To call it
an orchestra was, perhaps, overstating it a bit. The Hong Kong Youth
Orchestra started with over 40 violin players, 3 flutists, 2 clarinets, 2
trombones, a handful of sleepy looking youngsters trying to hit an
assortment of percussion instruments. We had no players for instruments
in the middle or lower registers. As the Youth Orchestra was started by
the Education Department, the Music Inspectorate summoned all its senior
officers to come and play, in support of the student members. So we had
Frank Huang playing the cello, John Cheng playing the trumpet, and
Sheila Lai playing percussion. It was obvious that the senior officers did
not enjoy the experience. They were instructed to come and support an
initiative started by their supervisor. They came, out of a sense of duty,
and you could almost see their suffering. And it was suffering. |
sympathize with them. One solitary cello, against 40 foul sounding
violinists, many of whom could not play in tune, or in tempo.

| was happy to meet my music teacher again. We talked, briefly. Frank
Huang had not changed, not a bit. At the rehearsals of the Youth
Orchestra, he was his former self. He usually just sat there, emotionless,
minding his own business, playing the cello, with very few visible body
movement.

That year, Albert, my brother, 5 years younger than |, wanted to begin his
instrumental music studies. Our father insisted that he should study the
cello, so that at home we would have a piano trio, my sister on the piano,
and me playing the violin. One day, after a rehearsal of the Youth
Orchestra, | asked Frank Huang whether he would consider teaching
Albert.

"How old is he?" Huang asked.

"12." | said.

"Let me meet him. Take him to my studio." Huang gave me an address.
53 years have passed since that event. To make sure | got my facts right,
on 28 July, 2016, | sent an email to Albert, my brother, who now stays at
Boston, Massachusetts: "I am writing about Frank Huang, who taught you
the cello. Do you remember your age when he taught you, and how many

years you studied with him? Any other impressions?"

On 29 July Albert replied: "Gordon, | started cello lessons with Frank
Huang at 12. 1 still remember the first time | met him at his home studio



with MaMa or someone. | remember he stared at me and he put his cello
on me for a long time and | remember MaMa asking if his tuition could be
cheaper and he said no. Thinking back it was quite memorable and funny
at the same time....."

| wrote back. "On that day, it was | who took you to Frank's home, not
MaMa. | asked him the fee question. Funny it was, the way he
replied......... "

Albert wrote: "Ah, thanks for the reminder! | remember that whole
experience. Thank you!! Have a great day!"

Albert studied the cello with Frank Huang for 8 years, through his
secondary years, until he went to the University of Wisconsin, USA, in
1970. The fees my father paid for Albert's lessons turned out to be
excellent investment. Albert did not go to Wisconsin to study music. He
read psychology. But he was the solo cellist of the symphony orchestra of
his AlIma Mater. He played one of Boccherini's cello concerti, and sent me
a recording of the concert. Frank Huang must have been a very, very
good cello teacher.

Actually he was more than that, much more. Born in Guangzhou in 1921,
Huang studied at Saint John's University, Shanghai, in the 1930s, and at
the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. He did not just play the cello, and
sang classical music items, professionally. He sang pop music items, and
performed with professional jazz groups. He was such a versatile
professional musician. Go on the Internet, and you will be able to read up
on Frank Huang's illustrious career, starting in Shanghai, after moving to
Hong Kong in 1950, and in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, where
he continued to teach, perform and conduct, until he passed away, aged
91. In the 2 appendices attached, | have copied 2 versions of Huang's CV,
written by two separate groups of people.

Why did he appear so cool, almost distant and indifferent, that year he
taught music at King's College?

| have my theory, entirely my own. | have no way of verifying this theory.

First, Frank Huang was, by nature, a cool, dispassionate person. He knew
what he was doing, and what was going on around him. He was not
judgmental. He knew, for example, that | was not a model student, that |
always got caught doing 'wrong' things at King's, and was punished for my
wrongdoings. But he accepted me as | was. Two years after he left King's



College, when | asked me to teach Albert my brother, he agreed. He
accepted me as | was. To him, | am eternally grateful.

Second, he had principles, and would not blink when he stood his ground.
The fee issue was, to me, a good example of how he reacted when faced
with issues of principle.

Third, | doubt whether he was really happy in his Civil Service career. To
start with, he was probably better qualified than many of his colleagues in
the Music Inspectorate, including those who came from Britain. In
Shanghai, before coming to Hong Kong, he was performing two disciplines
of classical music: bel canto singing, and the cello, then pop music of the
era, and then jazz. None of his colleagues in the Music Inspectorate of the
Education Department had anywhere near Huang's qualifications, span of
knowledge, or experience. Yet Huang was never promoted. This was not
atypical, in the colonial days of British Administration, in the 1950s and
1960s. | joined the Civil Service in 1966. Fortunately, | did not
experienced unfair treatment during my 37 years of service, but in the
1960s and 1970s, many of my local civil service colleagues complained
about being marginalized. Same rank, same work, but not rewarded the
same way, compared to their British colleagues. | do not know how
Chinese civil servants were treated where Huang worked, but if he was not
treated fairly, and if he was disappointed because his skills, knowledge,
and experience were not fully acknowledged and appreciated by his
colleagues in the Music Inspectorate, he was only human. Was his
disappointment manifested through his coolness? He would be the only
one who would know, but again, he probably would not consciously admit
it anyway. But | admired and respected him. Otherwise | would not have
asked him to teach Albert, my brother.

Frank Huang moved to Vancouver after retiring from the Hong Kong Civil
Service.

In 2002, | retired from the Hong Kong Civil Service. Cynthia, my wife was
reading for her Master's Degree at the University of British Columbia. One
day, in a shop selling CDs and cassette tapes, which were still in use in
those last days of its useful existence, | saw a collection of recordings of
Chinese classical music compositions, dating back to the 1930s. In one
cassette, | saw the name 'Huang Fei-jan. It was a recording of a piece of
'‘pop' music Huang recorded in that era. The thought came to me: Frank
Huang, where is here? | bought 2 sets of the recordings, and found that
Huang lived just 15 minutes away from our flat at the University of British
Columbia. 1 also found his telephone number. | decided to go to his



home, and hand him one set of the cassettes.

It was late spring. Vancouver was its most pristine, feminine self, blooming
flowers, clear sky, lengthening twilight. Cynthia and | parked our car
outside Huang's door.

We rang the door bell. An elderly gentleman opened the door.

| was shocked.

Frank Huang was not tall. The gentleman who opened the door was much
shorter, more frail, and smaller than what | expected of Frank Huang, my
teacher. Then | realized how long ago | last saw him. Over 25 years. | do
not remember the occasion. It could have been at a concert in Hong
Kong........... but so long, so very long ago.

But his eyes were focused, and sharp.

| quietly explained who | was.

Frank Huang listened.

| talked about my days at King's, and his teaching.

Frank Huang listened.

| talked about my brother, and his cello lessons.

Frank Huang listened.

| handed over the box of cassette tapes, and mentioned the recording of
his singing. His singing in Shanghai, | said.

Frank Huang blinked. His mouth opened. He said nothing. He kept
looking at me. After a while, he said, very quietly, "How........ where.....did
you get it?"

“In a music shop." | said.

Frank Huang listened, and looked at me.

"It's for you." | said.



Frank Huang looked at me, for a long time. "Thank you" he said.
| shook his hand, and said good bye.

In 2013, | read a press report about Frank Huang's passing, and the
memorial service held in Vancouver, in his honour, and in memory of his
work, and his Christian service.

Gordon Siu
7 August 2016
Updated 8 August 2016
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