April 21st, 2002

Hi Gavin

Got your latest letter yesterday (post dated April 12). And your e-mails last week. Thanks. It’s good to get them. So, you could be a sergeant soon, eh? Pretty good. You mentioned in your e-mail and your letter about being worried of failures. Well, don’t worry too much as probably everybody has the same feeling, including me, though in some people it is worse than others. But the good thing is that you are aware of it, which many people aren’t. As many people have said, and it is true, people who have never failed have never achieved anything either. With some people however, the fear of failure can freeze them into not doing anything! Another problem is that the fear affects self-confidence and we can think that we have not achieved anything or that we are unable to achieve anything. It also hits our self-esteem and we think that we are good for nothing. The best antidote to the fear of failure (i.e. the fear, not to failures that might occur) is success. What one can do to help overcome this feeling is to sit down and list the successes one has had – primarily all the little successes that we often dismiss. In your case, you could put down becoming a corporal, the things you are good at, the way people often respond positively to you (including girls – why not?), to your kindness, etc. Don’t list failures – anyone can do that and get pretty big lists as well! Just the successes. And you may find that this can help and can improve your motivation to try things that you might otherwise think are impossible. 

When you get US citizenship, don’t give up NZ citizenship. You will find that both can be useful. Just like with Nadine who has both. You mention that you will be in San Diego in the second half of June. Leonie wants me to come over too for her graduation. Are you still intending to cone to HK? Or will that wait until you leave the Marines. 

Running is over for the season. Unlike in past years, I did not have any runs this season with temperatures over 30OC. I remember a few years ago in the Sai Kung area, running back from ‘Jacob’s ladder’ to Kei Ling Ha (on the opposite side of the bay to where your friend – the son of the Cathay Pacific pilot – lived). It was so hot that I actually jumped into the sea to cool off! Started swimming in the pool this past week. Had two swims. But I did not go to the gym. Will probably start again this week. I still have the injured muscle in the lower side of my back – taking a long time to go. And I am sure that at one stage, the injury actually moved to the other side of my back and later came back to the original side!!

Last Monday I went to the Sheraton hotel in TST to discuss the HK Chemistry book revision with the manager and editor from the publishers. This was preceded by a buffet lunch. Quite good, though I can’t each lots of food regularly nowadays. On the same day the US dissident, Harry Wu was stopped at the airport and barred from entering the territory. It was clear that this was on instructions from the central government which has him on a blacklist after he secretly made a film for the BBC a few years ago on life in the Chinese ‘gulags’ (prisons for political prisoners). Still, banning him makes people worry about the degree of independence that HK actually has. It is clear that if China does not like something, then HK has no freedom in that matter.

On the same day, an Air China ‘plane crashed while landing in Pusan, Korea. You have probably heard about it. Air China’s first crash. The pilot survived and mentioned that he had only flown into the airport 4 or 5 times and that this was his first landing from this direction. If that is true, it doesn’t say much about their training. I always understood that before a pilot could fly into an airport with passengers, he had to have had several practice flights. (I remember some years ago Canadian Pacific Airlines saying that it would not even allow many of its experienced pilots from flying into Kai Tak because of the dangerous curved flight path over Kowloon.)

On Wednesday, the Chief Executive announced his new ministerial system for senior government officials. Each minister, to be appointed by the CE himself, will be in charge of one (or two) government department(s). At present, the head of these departments are people who have worked their lives in the civil service. The new ministers may or may not be the existing heads. The idea is to make the heads more ‘accountable’ and to resign if their policies fail. The ‘Executive Council’ in HK will consist of these ministers plus a few unofficials chosen by the CE. This will be similar to the cabinet of the US president, with unelected officials in charge of departments. At present, it is very difficult to sack a civil servant. Unemployment in HK is now up to 7% of the workforce and probably still rising. A few days ago there was an anti-terrorist exercise. Saw a few seconds of it on TV.

Did you hear that the Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl died the other day. This was the guy who sailed the ‘Kon Tiki’ raft across the Pacific the ‘wrong’ way against the wind from South America to prove that ancient peoples could have reached the Pacific Islands from South America. Then, more recently, he sailed a papyrus Egyptian raft across the Atlantic to show that the ancient Egyptians might have made a similar trip and were able to do so with the ships of their time. 

The other day I watched on TV the latest "Eco Challenge" held in Argentina. Checked on the Internet and found that it the single team from NZ – "Team Greenpeace" – won the 320 km race in 5 days + a few minutes, out of the 12 days allowed. The name of their team leader was John Howard. I remember at Christmas time when Leonie and I were in NZ and were out camping with Uncle Keith and the boys, I was trying to recall this guy's name. Everyone laughed at me for thinking it was John Howard as this is the same name as the Australian PM!! Well, it turns out I was correct after all. I was surprised no-one there had heard of him as he also comes from Christchurch. I sent an e-mail to Uncle Keith about his after watching the programme!!

That’s about if for now.
Cheers.
Dad
PS: I have just finished watching an excellent BBC programme on Unit 731, the germ warfare unit centre in Northeast China that the Japanese ran before and during World War II. They experimented with deadly diseases such as anthrax, cholera, plague, typhoid and dysentery. They experimented on prisoners and slave labour which they called “logs” as they were to be disposed of in much the same way. Most of these people were Chinese, Koreans and Russians. They would be deliberately infected with diseases and then cut open before they were dead to see the effects of bacteria, such as anthrax. Also, the Japanese spread diseases throughout China, killing about ¼ million inhabitants. One thing they did was to drop plague-infected fleas from aircraft. The scientists also kept detailed written records of their research. At the end of the war, General Douglas MacArthur regarded the research data as so important for the US that he didn’t want it to fall into the hands of the Soviets. So he did a deal with the Japanese – get the data, with the promise that no one involved in the atrocities would face trial. The scientists involved were sworn to secrecy and after the war, many did very well For example, many got senior jobs in Japanese universities. Today, many people in Japan do not know about what happened or deny that the Unit ever existed. The TV documentary also showed how a group of victims from China took the Japanese Government to court to try to get an apology.

(Have just been watching another documentary about what lies underground in London. One place talked about was the Cabinet War Rooms, which I saw when in London last time and told you about in my letters. The Germans never bombed it and didn’t even seem to know about it. This was surprising in that all the electrical wiring was put in by a Nazi electrical company! They showed us instruments that even have the Nazi swastika on them! Very interesting.)
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