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Chapter 6: Half my Life in the Union
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“Long Live Justice”was presented
to LegCo after the strike
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Running for election after the strike — my first time, that lasted for 18 years!
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Always participated-in the LabourDay——
Rally whenever I was in Hong Kong
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#H Tom Wright 2238 78"
IBlackjack Project| T{EYiZR
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In 1998, despite the “Honey

Moon”, as part of the Macau

Blackjack Project with GM

Tom Wright who introduced

the “Options”, we had to make

clear our stance in protecting

members’ rights

FAU Executive Committee

Let our actions send this
message loud and clear to

our Management:

There are no expendable Flight
Attendant targets!

There will be no change in our flying
hours threshold!

We will protect our members, our
welfare and our values!

We will help members of all faiths in
all categories of cabin crew who want
to work free of fear and threat!

We will persist and
we will prevail!

Ref: 440/12/98
17 December 1998
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PREFACE

Having known Becky since the mid 1980’s when I first started
consulting for Cathay’s Pacific Airways Flight Attendants Union
(FAU), I naturally read her book with avid interest, and I am delighted
to have been invited to provide a preface. In this book, not only does
Becky provide a first-hand narrative of some of the pivotal events in
Hong Kong’s history of labour relations, she also offers an endearing
glimpse into her family, her loves and losses, and the challenges of

leadership.

Even when we have been acquainted with someone for a long time,

we don’t always have the privilege of knowing their genealogy. From

a western perspective, Becky provides insight into her family, her
Chinese grandparents on both sides, the trials they faced and the
Confucian influences which guided their decisions. It is with wide-
eyed amazement that we read that, surprisingly, it actually wasn’t that
long ago that young girls’ feet were bound, and that mothers gave away

their female babies until the arrival of sons.

Becky provides anecdotes of her immediate family and her childhood,
which are reminiscent of our own families and the recurrent yarns
which get repeated when family members gather together. However,
Becky’s stories are also woven with the history of Hong Kong as it
received an influx of people from mainland China in the years following
the establishment of the Chinese Republic, and then again when Japan
invaded China. There is also the outbreak of World War II and the
bombing of Hong Kong, which involved a near-death encounter in
Becky’s family. Also depicted is the further arrival of refugees following
the Kuomintang Civil War and the pressure this placed on shared

living conditions, as well as the development of manufacturing, which

e treE pic FIGHTER

provided much-needed employment. Even Governor Patten, the last British
Governor before the 1997 changeover, is featured, as is the entrepreneurial

spirit of the people of Hong Kong, which continues to prevail today.

One cannot help but be touched by Becky’s candid accounts of her close
relationships as she achingly chronicles the loves that got away and the demise
of her marriage. Becky, as always, is true to herself through her heartbreaking
honesty, and my only hope is that the writing of these experiences was in some

way cathartic for her.

After 18 years with the Union, her personal recollections of events provide a
truly informative lens though which we can reflect on the many issues which
the Union responded to as they fought through anachronistic, discriminatory
and, on occasion, outright bullying practices exhibited by Cathay Pacific
Airways. If history is the teacher, then there are some key lessons here that we
can learn, from the perspectives of both union leadership and organisational

management.

In the conclusion of her book, Becky wonders how she became something of
a street fighter in the form of a union leader. While the question is rhetorical,
I know the answer: it is thanks to her tenacious pursuit of justice. Becky has
undoubtedly provided a significant contribution not only to the FAU and its

members, but also to the advancement of industrial relations in Hong Kong.

ja,,z ot

Professor Gael McDonald
21 February 2019



Peppered with passion and compassion, this book is an informative

and inspiring review of labour struggles.

Albert Cheng

Ir. Albert Cheng

RPE. FHKIE.

Past Chairman of Aircraft Division of HKIE
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Becky's autobiography covers a lot of her past, in particular, her
involvement as the leader of FAU, which has made a tremendous

impact on union movements in Hong Kong.

I have been the honorary legal advisory of FAU for many years,
starting with FAU’s historic cabin crew strike in 1993. In my then
capacity as a Legislative Councillor, I urged the Government to
intervene and help bring about a settlement of the industrial dispute.
I remember that Cathay hired a veteran union buster from Australia
to bring pressure to bear on the leaders of the strike. Fortunately, FAU
had strong leaders and their unity of purpose among its members.
Together, they made it possible to end the strike without too much
damage. Since then, I became a close friend and supporter of FAU.
Becky was the chairperson of FAU for many years, and I never cease

to be amazed by her great sense of justice and perseverance.

Martin Lee Chu Ming
Senior Counsel

Founding Chairman of the United Democrats of Hong Kong
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Independent Trade union leaders in Hong Kong need a lot of courage
and commitment, as the saying goes, there are no rewards but only
threat. But fortunately even under such a difficult environment,

there are generation after generation of leaders willing to bear the
banner of trade unions. Becky Kwan is one of them. When it comes
to trade unions, when you talk about FAU, you will feel the passion
from Becky, and this passion helped to withstand the pressure and
difficulties, to continue the fight for the rights and dignity of FAU
members and the cabin crews. The union work became her protracted
war and part of her life. I salute her for her hard works and efforts for

the union.

I would also like to thank Becky for writing down the history of the
struggle of the FAU, so that the future generations understand better
the strategies of both union side and management side. I am sure this
will help in the future work of trade unions and educate the future

leaders of Trade Unions work.

Lee Cheuk Yan
General Sercretary, Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions

e treE pic FIGHTER

% JACKNOWLEDGMENT

I like to thank all those who came into my life and made ripples. 1

thank you all for your influence, inspiration and encouragement.

M. Siu Ting Yat, Steven, approached me in 2015, soon after “Occupy
Central” was over, expressing his interest in making a movie out of my
stories as the Chairman of the Cathay Pacific Airways Flight Attendants
Union (FAU). While I was taken aback by his proposition, I confided
to Mr. Siu that I had always wanted to write a bilingual book about
my stories relating to FAU. He thought that would even be a better
idea and advised me to write a biography first and the movie would be

produced after my biography has been published.

Therefore, the first and foremost person I have to thank is Mr. Siu. 1f it
weren't for Mr. Siu, this book might not even be possible! Huge thanks

to you, Steven! You are the one who helped me realize my little dream!

Benchmark International Limited is an experiential training
organization that provides impactful solutions that unleash the human
potential. 1was enrolled by my nephew Conrad to take up the
Leadership Program. The course did wonders to me, prompting me
to create the framework of my book before my 60th birthday ~ my
DOE ~ declaration of excellence. I give my warm thanks to Conrad,
Benchmark LP, in particular, Master Coach Eddie, Coaches Matt, O,
Emily and Roy.

Law D L Everest is the founder of PMP, Personal Mentorship Program
in which he helps other people achieve their dream goals by means of
sharing bis experience in “Financial Quotient”. 1joined the PMP in

2017, which was like a continuation of the Benchmark leadership
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program. Through Everest’s inspiration and relentless mentoring I
gathered my strength to complete this book by the timeline I set. I also
learned to be grateful for everything that happened, be they good, bad
or indifferent.... In a way, writing down every day what I feel grateful
for is like resuming writing my diary which I stopped after joining
Cathay Pacific. And above all, it’s immeasurable joy to be amongst a
group of dream-catchers, the “PMPers” who have become my life time

friends.

Huge thanks to Former Grooming Manager Iris Lim for a wonderful
retirement gift ~ the Cathay uniform between 1974 and 1982. When
Cathay celebrated its 60th anniversary in 2006, it tailor-made all the
uniforms since 1946, called the Vintage Uniform collection and let
certain cabin crew wear them to work during that year. Iris very kindly
gave me the one that was my joining uniform (1975). This was such a

precious memorabilia! Thank you Iris!

Last but not least, I would like to pay tribute to David Bayne, my first
love, the man whom I spent my golden years with and who actually
moulded my character in being a leader, a real person. .. It is with much
regret that David passed away in October 2018 and I am sure he would
have been so proud of this book. To David, I give my warmest thanks.

Disclaimer

I make no apology to anyone who may feel offended by my revelation
of the facts in the book. I only tell the truth I know, nothing but the
truth. If the truth hurts, so be it.
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CHAPTER 1

A Reflection of the Rise and Fall

of Yesteryears

12
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Looking back at the people of Hong Kong from the early years of the last
century, what did they have in common? Life was tough. They earned their
living through blood and sweat. Many people had headed to the south from
Mainland China and planted their roots here...

It was an era without a so-called “starting line”, there was no family planning,
let alone “planned entries”...many children were born, out of planned or

unplanned accidents. God knew how they managed to survive.
My parents belonged to such an era.

My father’s name is Kwan Chu Tong. His ancestors came from Nanhai. He

was born in 1913.

My paternal grandmother grew up in a well-to-do family in the late Ching
Dynasty. At the age of eight, she had her feet bound. In those days, men had
to have their hair braided. Needless to say, those were the conservative days

when women were required to strictly follow men’s orders.

Then the tides changed. The financial status of grandmother’s family went
downhill. At twelve, she had to have her feet unbound, which meant she lost
the hope of getting married into a wealthy family. Five years later, she was

wedded to a lowly farmer — my grandfather.

After they got married, my paternal grandmother gave birth to seven
daughters in a row. In a rural home, where the status of boys outweighed that
of girls, daughters were regarded as merely money-losing merchandise. On
the contrary, when boys grew up, they could plough the rice fields and most
importantly, carry on the family name. For this reason, each time a daughter
was born, my grandfather would give her away to the council home, which

was equivalent to an orphanage. Nevertheless, my grandmother never uttered
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age kidney transplant was probably not viable, so it seemed dialysis would be
the only solution. However, as Mom had high blood pressure, she could not
undergo haemodialysis through blood transfusion twice a week at the hospital.
The only alternative was to undergo peritoneal dialysis three times a day at

home.

But after much deliberation among the family members, including Wing Kei
in the USA, we all decided against dialysis. Even Mom did not like the idea
of staying home to undergo dialysis as it would mean being totally bedbound
and having no quality of life. She was willing to adhere strictly to nutritionist’s

recommendation of diet and enjoy a decent life for as long as possible.

Mom was ready and willing to go to the nursing home, where she could receive
round-the-clock care. She even told us not to feel guilty about that. This wae
in 2005.

Once when I visited Mom with Siu Ngan, she asked Siu T
toenails. I suddenly remembered that some time ago whe:
Mom was going to the same beauty parlour near our hom =
have manicure and pedicure I even considered her to be too vain for her age.

Actually it wasn't like that at all! It was because she couldn’t see well enough to

do it herself!

To this date, I still feel very guilty of taking Mom for granted in so many ways!
How could I ever make it up to her? Not in this life for sure, as I owe her too

much, but maybe in my next life.

Eventually Mom’s health deteriorated so badly that she passed away in
December 2007.
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Cathay strike meeting called &
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The European Industrial Revolution began in the 18th Century, and it led

to the flourishing of many trades and industries. There was a tremendous
demand for labour, which kept on increasing to an alarming level. However,
the demands made by the ever-growing mass of workers were never met, due
to the unscrupulous and greedy capitalists who could smell only wealth made
on the back of cheap labour. These prompted workers to get united to fight
for their own rights through their own means. They wanted to seek social and
economic reform for the working class in different industries in the UK. And
finally in 1871, the Royal Commission agreed that to set up representative
organizations would be advantageous to both employers and employees. Thus,

the first legalised workers union was born in 1872.

Ever since then, the concept of unionism and workers’ representative
organizations, now known as trade unions, spread to Europe and the USA and

gradually to the rest of the world.

I genuinely believe that a union, through collective bargaining, is an effective
bridge between employers and employees that will lead to a win-win situation
as long as both parties are willing to meet each other half way, establish a
mutual understanding of each other’s needs and desires, and find ways of

reaching common goals. Unionism is a symbol of unity and civilization.

At Cathay Pacific in the 1970s, the Cabin Attendants Association (CAA) was
formed to unite the cabin attendants on a more or less social basis. There were

two issues that prompted the CAA to register itself as a trade union.

During those days when Korea and Japan were not on good terms, our Japanese
colleagues received hostile treatment in Seoul, a destination where we had to
stay overnight. Many times, Japanese hostesses, while walking on the streets in
Seoul, would be suddenly assaulted by Korean men. Japanese members of the
CAA then requested the Committee to inform the Company not to schedule

them to stay overnight in Seoul.
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Another issue was that our flights flew into the war zone of Saigon (now Ho
Chi Minh City). All the crew members and their families were very concerned
about their personal safety when they were on duty on the flights to Saigon and
demanded that the Company should stop flying there.

Members of the CAA urged the Committee to relay the two issues to the
management of Cathay Pacific. However, they were only told that the CAA
was in no position to negotiate with the Company because it was not a proper

union.

The senior members of CAA, Leo Chan and David Ngan, took legal opinion
and were advised to formally register the CAA as a trade union. They informed
Cathay Management that the registration was underway and asked them to
seriously consider their two reasonable demands, as these were safety issues.
However, Cathay Management refused, and so a wildcat strike broke out in

August 1975, the first strike in the history of the Airline.

Finally, on 17th December 1975, Cathay Pacific Airways Flight Attendants
Union (FAU) was formally registered as the trade union representing flight
attendants of Cathay Pacific.

During training, we were invited to join the CAA when representatives came
to talk to us in the classroom. I had no idea what it was all about. CAA was
later replaced by FAU. Whenever there were activities organized by FAU, and
if I was in Hong Kong, I would participate, with the intention to meet as many
colleagues as possible, basically out of socializing than bearing a much more

noble goal.

When David and I were together (see Chapter 4), I began to learn more about
unionism from him and therefore whenever there were FAU meetings, I would

attend and speak out without hesitation.
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According to its rules, FAU must hold an election once every two years to
elect from members an Executive Committee (ExCo) of at least seven people.
In the late 1970s my two good friends, Maureen and Lillian, had joined the
Committee and always tried to twist my arm to follow suit. However, I was
then getting used to the glamorous lifestyle of being aircrew, and this meant
spending all my down time on discos, parties or playing mahjong. Thus,

I always disappointed the two of them. Nonetheless, I was always very

supportive of the FAU’s movements.

In the old days, when guys joined the Alirline, they were appointed to the
position of “Flight Purser II”. If they played their cards right, they would then
be promoted to the top of the tree — “Flight Purser I "within three to five years.
Meanwhile, all girls joined as junior flight attendants, which we called cabin
girls. At best, female cabin attendants could be promoted to “Senior Hostess”,

working in First Class.

After the formation of FAU, one of the first items on its agenda was to remove
gender inequality from the cabin crew hierarchy. This meant all cabin crew
would be promoted according to their date of joining, and thus seniority
counts. Without the FAU, girls would never have had the chance of becoming
the head of the team in the cabin.

As the FAU became the recognized representative body, it used to hold regular
meetings with Cathay Management to improve working conditions for cabin
crew, and in particular the salary. The pay rise discussion used to take place
towards the end of each year and hence the YEN, “Year End Negotiations.” 1
remember that each year, the YEN always broke down and there would be the

threat of a strike. We would be on stand by to support any industrial actions

called for by the FAU.

I remember during the year when I was an “On Job Trainer”, accompanying

trainee cabin crew on flights, I suddenly received a call from Management
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asking me what I was going to do that evening. As it was during the YEN
period, I told the manager that I would be on standby for any industrial action
called for by the FAU. That was so naive of me! It was then I realized that as
a practice, Management would get their team of people on standby to counter
any possible industrial action. Being an “On Job Trainer”, I was considered, by

them, to be part of Management!

Nonetheless, during those days, more often than not, the industrial disputes
were settled within one day or so, with Year End Agreements being signed
between FAU and Management. The YEN used to be concluded, then
celebrated at a Christmas or New Year party as the FAU Ball!

And most of the crew members, including myself, used to treat the FAU Ball
as the biggest social event of the whole Company. This was the case until 1993,
when our world turned topsy-turvy.

1. The landmark Cabin Crew Strike (13th to 29th January,
1993)

The causes

Cathay Pacific was expanding rapidly throughout the 80s and into the 90s.
There were increasing numbers of routes and frequencies of flights, but Cathay
Pacific management was not recruiting fast enough to meet the expansion
plans. As a result, everyone was being made to work flat out. On a regular
basis, junior crew members were being called out to take up senior positions
and vice versa. I was called out once to report duty on a flight with four other
Chief Pursers (nowadays “Inflight Service Managers”) because Crew Control
had run out of junior crew members! In total there were five of us when

actually there should be only one Chief Purser per flight. What a scene!
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