April 13th, 2003

Hi Gavin

Last week I mentioned that my computer monitor was misbehaving. Well, it managed to keep going – sort of – for another week, but then gave up yesterday afternoon just as I was reading the 24th MEU website telling of the things you are doing. The screen started to go crazy and sparks were coming out of the monitor and there was the smell of burning. And eventually it gave up. So, in the evening I made a dash to the Golden Shopping Arcade to get another monitor. There were lots of monitors on sale, especially the newer flat LCD monitors, though they are quite expensive. I just got one of the older monitors similar to the one I had. Cheap too – only HK$620. I tried, half-heartedly, to bargain the guy down a bit, but was unsuccessful. I guess that prices there are as low as they can go so bargaining is not necessary. 


I have been looking at the official Marines 24th MEU website. I said last week that it was not very informative. But this has changed and there is now a lot of information about what you are doing, along with photographs. They mention the towns the unit have been in and also specific details about what is happening. So, I now have a pretty good idea of where you are and what you are doing. It seems that you are allowed to receive only letters and not packages. Interesting, as there is a photo in the latest NEWSWEEK of a US solder opening a package and taking out a packet labelled ‘Goldfish crackers.’ I have also been watching a lot of BBC TV, which has almost 24-hour coverage of the Iraq war. Don’t get CNN here nor Fox news. I probably wouldn’t watch Fox anyway, as it is very ‘right wing’ and supports the Washington hawks uncritically and so is very selective in what it broadcasts thus giving viewers a twisted view of the conflict. 


There are mainly just two items in the news at the moment – the war in Iraq and the spreading SARS problem. Even the latest NEWSWEEK magazine was devoted mainly to these two items. SARS in Hong Kong is still getting worse. As of today, there are about 1200 cases and about 30 deaths. Most of the deaths are elderly people who have other illnesses as well. Other housing estates in the Kwun Tong area near the Amoy Gardens estate have also been infected. People are moving out of Telford Gardens (if you have heard of this estate). From going into Kowloon yesterday by bus and MTR, I estimate that 80-90% of the population is wearing masks. I, too, wore a mask. It is not clear how helpful they really are and their use may just be just psychological. 

Because of the disease, few tourists are coming to HK. Hotel occupancy in down, with many of the more expensive hotels reporting only a 2 – 5% occupancy. Also, a slogan advertising HK in the UK was also withdrawn. It read “Hong Kong will take your breath away” which given the pneumonia outbreak (which affects breathing), does seem inappropriate! SARS is putting other important issues on the back burner. Remember the Article 23 (against subversion and treason)? The HK Bar Association brought up the issue last week. Most people, including me, seem to have forgotten all about it. 

How SARS spreads is still a mystery. It has even been suggested that sewage and cockroaches help to spread the disease. The cockroaches come into contact with sewage and carry the virus from one flat to another in buildings. (Actually, I thought I mentioned this in last week’s letter but I cannot see it anywhere.) There was an interesting interview in NEWSWEEK with an expert about the possible origin of SARS and other diseases. Many of these diseases are originating in southern China. Because of a change in lifestyle with more meat being eaten, there are more farms and human-animal interaction allowing for viruses to jump from animals to people. This has happened several time already, the bird flu being one example. And as the population density is great, diseases can spread easily. Also, it is not clear about what preventive measures help. But it seems that personal hygiene is important, such as always washing hand after touching things. The same expert referred to Japan, which is obsessed with such hygiene and has no cases of SARS even though there must have been many people form HK and China visiting the country. 


Went for a slower run yesterday. Warmer now, at 25OC, but rain helped to keep me cool. As the pool is closed, I may go for another hike nest week if temperatures are not too high. 

Saw another Super 12 game on TV the other evening involving the Hurricanes (Cullen’s team) which they won. Actually, I came across the game in the gym when I decided to what some TV while exercising on the bicycle. Then continued watching when I came back. The Auckland ‘Blues’ are on top again with the Canterbury ‘Crusaders’ in third position. I mentioned last week that the HK Under 19 team was banned from the world championship finals in Paris. Apparently that decision must have been revered because they are now in Paris. But they are being treated almost like lepers, with many hotels refusing to take them and being denied access to the training grounds allotted to them. They were also asked to take daily tests for SARS but the team manager refused to co-operate. 


Remember some time ago that Stanford University was publishing “Great Expectations” by Charles Dickens in the original format. Dickens published the book in serial form, with 2 chapters each week being published as a magazine. Stanford promised to send me the copies but nothing arrived until last week when the whole series arrived in one package. So, instead of posting one each seek, they had waited until the whole series had come out. Makes sense, I suppose. I had asked them to send the issues to you but don’t know if any have arrived.


Granddad went into hospital for blood tests the other day. Uncle Keith sent the following e-mail, which he asked to be forwarded to you:

“Have visited Grandad each day since he was admitted to Hospital last Tuesday. He has leukaemia, which is similar to the condition Nana had. Eventually he will succumb to a viral complication as Nana did. He has been slowing down, despondent, and negative with his approach to life since Nana died with simple tasks being a burden for him. Last weekend when outside his house he felt especially weak with a consequence that a doctor called (Monday I think) and he went to have blood tests on Monday. He was admitted to Christchurch Hospital on Tuesday. Today he was looking better and showed more interest in what's happening. He was thinking positively and even talked about going home. He is most interested with what's happening in Iraq and is most interested in Gavin’s whereabouts. Gavin seems to be his hero – the whole hospital must know of Gavin by now!!!

I'm yet to be advised by the doctor re the retails of his condition but when I am, you will be advised. Bruce said a family conference will be held (not sure when) during which time Granddad’s future time and care will be arranged.”
That’s about it for now. Will keep sending letters to you. Thinking of you all the time. 

Love,    

Dad
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