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WRITERS WHO STUDY THE
PAST CAN SEE THE FUTURE

Authors sometimes beat scientists at their own game

MORE THAN 100 YEARS AGO, a writer named E. M. Forster wrote a story about a
future where people stay in their own homes and never go out.

In his fictional world, everyone sends and receives information only through electronic
means. And by gazing at screens, they create friendships, and group together to try to
achieve things.

He wrote the story in 1909, before there was any such thing as the Internet, of course, or
even television. In those days, people didn’t even have radios in their homes.

So his view of life lived through screens came entirely from his imagination.

Today, we read his story and cannot help but be astonished how accurately he predicted
the future.

Our lives today, thanks to the Covid-19 pandemic, have been so much like he described,
as many of us stayed home and communicated only through screens, even for important
activities such as going to school or spending time with friends and family members.

EVEN THE NAME WAS SIMILAR

And of course Forster was not the only writer who predicted the future. In 1898, a
man named Morgan Robertson wrote a book about “the largest ship of its kind”. In his
story, the “unsinkable” ship hits an iceberg and sinks, causing many to lose their lives in the
Atlantic Ocean.

Just 14 years later, the story came true as the Titanic sank in that very ocean. In the book,
the ship called the Titan — remarkably close to the name of the real one.

GAINING INSIGHTS

Does this mean writers can see the future?

No more than other people. But it does mean that the writing process — which means
sitting and thinking and using your whole brain, including the factual left size and the
imaginative right side — has enormous value. It helps writers work out things that other
people don’t.

Furthermore, writers have to think about the past and use that information to imagine
the future. This also helps to make their work insightful. We anticipate what will happen.

TOUGH CHALLENGE

The most recent writing challenge we set you was a tough one. Unlike some earlier
themes we have set, such as the voyages of Zheng He, there was no obvious real life central
character, and no specific historical incident.

Instead, we asked you to write about the famous magical mountains of China.

Foreword

Of course, we had done a lot of research before setting the theme, and we knew that
there were a great many characters -- such as the “cold mountain poets” -- in the topic, if you
dug deeply enough. And we knew that there were wonderful locations and ancient legends,
too, such as the pine tree which “greets” visitors.

Many of you did your research and dug up these little “Easter eggs” that we hoped you’d
find. Well done!

THEMES IN ASIA

We do we always choose themes in Asia? Because Asia is where most of humanity lives —
about 60 per cent of all the people in the world.

Yet there are surprisingly few internationally successful books and movies from this part
of the world. Most “hit” stories come from the west.

But times are changing, and people who buy books and watch movies want stories,
fictional or fact-based, set in this part of the world. The creative industries on this side of the
planet are definitely growing, and some of you, I know, will end up contributing.

The quality of pieces of writing submitted to this annual contest just gets better and
better — and that means it’s harder every year for the judges to do their work.

But it also means that the collection that we publish is also increasingly good. And
anyone who dips into this wonderful collection will find that out for themselves.

Congratulations to everyone who entered!

Yootk

Nury Vittachi
Hong Kong 2021
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