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Professor Lee Chack Fan

‘Descendent of Dayu’
‘Live well.... with wisdom and compassion’

There is good reason why Professor Lee Chack Fan is held in such high esteem
in the overseas Chinese community: in Wikipedia, one can find a long list

of his achievements: University president, geotechnical and water resource
management expert, Zen Buddhist, author of many books.... But his life
philosophy is relatively simple and straight forward: Life is short and we

need to seize every moment to do what benefits people.

One can describe Professor Lee as person extraordinaire in every sense
of the word. Not only is he a world renowned geotechnical and water
resource expert, he is also an educator, was a Pro-Vice-Chancellor of
the University of Hong Kong, now the Acting President of Centennial
College, a division of the University of Hong Kong. He is currently
the Director of the HKU School of Professional and Continuing
Education. Most remarkable of all, Lee is also a prolific writer, having
written many essays, books, among which, two books: "% fE T |
and " & %% | were on the best sellers list of the Commercial Press
in 2008, ranking number one and number six respectively at the same

time.

Professor Lee is also held in high esteem in the academic world. He
had published more than 270 articles, and 9 books. In 2001 he was
elected a Fellow of the Canadian Academy of Engineering and a Fellow
of the Hong Kong Academy of Engineering Sciences. In 2003 he

was elected to the Chinese Academy of Engineering. In 2006 he was
awarded an Honorary Degree of Honorary Doctor of Science by the

University of Western Ontario.

Holding these esteemed positions is a good manifestation of Professor
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Lee’s philosophy of ‘man and nature being one’. He says, ‘in science
we pursue the truth, in art and literature we pursue the good and

the beautiful. If we merge science and art together, we have a life of
truth, goodness and beauty. Science is the search for understanding
the physical world (nature) and art is the search for understanding the
spiritual world (man). Integrating science and art is what the ancients

called ‘man and nature being one’.

Today, the aging Professor Lee still goes back and forth across China,
working on various flood prevention schemes. Decades of tireless work

in this area have won him the moniker of ‘Descendent of Dayu’!

Professor Lee graduated from St. Joseph’s College in 1965, and was
subsequently admitted to the Department of Civil Engineering at

the University of Hong Kong, where he graduated with first class
honors in 1968 and was awarded a Master’s degree in 1970. Lee then
went to the University of Western Ontario, majoring in geotechnical
engineering and in 1972 received a PhD degree. After graduation,

he taught at the University of Western Ontario and the University

of Toronto. Then he worked at Ontario Hydro for a number of

years, serving as senior engineer, chief engineer, department manager,
responsible for hydropower and nuclear power plants design and
construction, dam safety and earthquake assessment. Professor Lee
has also served as scientific and technical adviser for the World Bank

, the United Nations Development Program , the Asian Development
Bank , the International Atomic Energy Agency , the Canadian
International Development Agency (CIDA) and other institutions. In
addition, he served as associate editor of the Canadian Geotechnical
Journal, Chairman of the Canadian Dam Safety Committee, the Chair
of the International Society of Rock Mechanics Technical Committee,
the Chair of the Seismic Design Code Committee of the Canadian
Nuclear Society, and the Chair of the Geotechnical Engineering
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Committee, Hong Kong Institution of Engineers.

Since the 1980s, Professor Lee has been involved in the feasibility study,
design and actual construction of many of China’s hydropower and
nuclear power plants, including the Three Gorges Project, the Ertan
Hydropower plant in the province of Sichuan, the Lijiaxia hydropower
station in Qinghai province, the Manwan and Siuwan hydropower

stations in Yunnan province, etc.

Professor Lee spends so much time travelling to remote parts of China,
even his loving wife teased him that he was just like Dayu (, a legendary
ruler who introduced flood control schemes in China four thousand
years ago and whose story of passing outside his own house three times
without entering while he was overseeing flood control projects is
common folklore.) But this is closer to the truth than one realizes. At
that time, Qian Zhengying, former minister of water resources, wrote
the words “ Dayu Descendant’ on a book as a gift for him in recognition

of his outstanding contributions towards water resources management

in China.

Professor Lee says, not without sentiment, ‘my wife is a very tolerant
and considerate person. In Toronto, where we lived for eighteen years,
my wife was a teacher for the Mon Sheong Foundation Chinese School
while I was a volunteer principal. Our work complemented each

other. After our two sons grew up, we returned to Hong Kong, where

I was involved in the Three Gorges project and other water resources
management work, my wife also came back to do research in Chinese
culture and teaching work. We have many common interests and it
would be hard to find a better match!

Professor Lee has been well recognized for his dedication and

contributions to society. In 2003, he was appointed a Justice of the

74

Chinese Canadian Legend 2012

Peace by the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. In 2005 he
was awarded the Silver Bauhinia Star. In the same year, he was elected
to be a Fulbright Distinguished Scholar by the State Department of the
United States.

Despite this heavy workload, Professor Lee has also been actively
involved in many community services, including being the Chairman
of the Hong Kong Institute for Promotion of Chinese Culture, the
Director of Jao Tsung-I Petite Ecole at the University of Hong Kong,
Hong Kong Veterinary Surgeons Board Chairman, the Chair of the
Harbourfront Enhancement Committee, Council Chairman of the
Lord Wilson Heritage Trust and the West Kowloon Cultural District
Authority Board of Directors. Since 2003, he has been the President
of Fu Hui Charitable Foundation in Hong Kong, which provides
education opportunities for the poverty stricken areas in the western

parts of China.

'The Chinese-Canadian communities will not forget how Professor
Lee enthusiastically volunteered in many senior services and Chinese
language teaching programs. Professor Lee says of the Chinese-
Canadian community here, ‘Canada is a rich and beautiful country. I
was fortunate to live there for over twenty years. I especially miss the
four distinct seasons in Canada, and the gorgeous fall colours. I also
remember the peacefulness, the tolerance and politeness of Canadians.
I hope in the coming years, more Chinese immigrants will become
successful role models in every profession and industry, and raise
profiles of Chinese-Canadians in the mainstream society, so that our
wisdom and competency can be recognized by all Canadians.’
Professor Lee is a devout Buddhist, well-versed in the history of
Buddhism in central and eastern Asia. He was a founder of the Centre
for Buddhist Studies of the University of Hong Kong and other
Buddhist charitable organizations. His Buddhist and Zen beliefs
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are manifested in his books: (<~ #) ~ (FFFi7) ~ (kehrx
L) c (cRER) - GEAET) - (BE- AT) - (WA
Fr )~ (F M) - (ANTFR) .

About his personal beliefs, Lee says, ‘A person has to seek a balance
between physical and spiritual pursuits. There are many paths to reach
a state of happiness, but I tend towards the Zen path. Zen has many
wise sayings, but the most important one is to find inner peace and
happiness for oneself through living, to reflect and to come to your
own understanding. This way you can apply the wisdom thus acquired
to your own life, to resolve the problems you encounter on your life’s
journey. One of the Zen views is that,  if you do something good, don’t
think about what you will get in return, because once you do that, you

have defeated your own purpose.’

It is not all glory and fame in Lee’s life — there are occasional
unpleasant and sad times. For example, in 2005 Li Ka-shing donated
one billion Hong Kong dollars to the University of Hong Kong to
support its medical school. But the naming of the Faculty of Medicine
after Li Ka-shing turned into a controversial and emotionally explosive
event, which required a lot of patience and sincerity to resolve.
Professor Lee represented the university to explain the renaming of the

medical school to its alumni.

As the Chair of the Harbourfront Enhancement Committee for the
past six years, Professor Lee was also involved in the court case arising
from land reclamation and relocation of the Queen’s Pier. After the
nuclear accident in Japan last year, some people were concerned about
nuclear safety in the nearby Daya Bay nuclear station. As the Deputy
Chairman of Guangdong Daya Bay Nuclear Plant Safety Consultative
Committee, Lee was asked to explain the technical issues in layman’s

terms so that the public can understand and calm their fears. Recently,
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moral and national education in the classroom is another hot topic. As
the Chair of Ad-Hoc Committee on Moral and National Education
of the Education Bureau, he was invited to explain the underlying
principles and contents of the curriculum guide to the public and the

media.

Professor Lee uses these incidents to clarify, ‘these were not happy
events, but it was work that needed to be done. In other words, you
have to do what is required to the best of your ability at the time. Once
you have finished, put it behind you, and don't leave it on your mind.
My teacher Professor Jao Tsung-1 said that the branch holding up the
lotus flower was a symbol of bearing your burden gracefully. One has
to emulate the lotus branch, gracious and sturdy while holding up the
lotus flower. When we encounter difficulties, we have to do what needs

to be done, and then we put it behind us and look forward.’

Professor Lee’s life motto is ‘Live each moment of your life well... with

wisdom and compassion’.

He interprets his motto in these insightful words: Wisdom and
compassion are both important. A compassionate heart is the source
of happiness, and at the same time, wisdom lets you live without worry.
So having both wisdom and compassion allows one to live a happy
carefree life. One must utilize every moment of one’s life to do one’s

work well.
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