April 6th, 2003

Hi Gavin

I hope I can finish the letters on the computer. Two days ago, it started misbehaving. The screen started shaking a bit when I typed and then suddenly got much larger and the shape was all skewed. I think the monitor is about to give up, though am not completely sure whether it really is the problem of the monitor or not. Because the screen is so large, I cannot see all the buttons along the top and have to actually move the screen left/right or up/down to reach them. 


I have also made a special button on my browser for the official Marines 24th MEU website. However, it gives almost no news. The first was a letter from the commanding officer just saying that you have landed in Kuwait and are to help with OIF (Operation Iraqi Freedom). I searched other sites on the Web but news is scarce. There was a photo of Marines going ashore from a landing craft. Also learnt that you passed through Camp Patriot in Kuwait on your way up North. I have probably picked up more from BBC TV, which has 24-hour coverage. They talked about and showed pictures of additional Marines heading North on land but did not mention “24th’. But I guess it could be your unit. (When referring to the marines already at Baghdad, they do mention the “1st”.) How are temperatures – and the sand? There is no comment at all at the moment on temperatures but there had been talk of high temperatures, made worse by the special suits troops have to wear. Anyway, hope everything is going OK. I am thinking of you nearly all the time. I am trying not to worry – like you asked – but it is not always easy. 

So now for some news of life here. I went for another run yesterday in the Tai Lam Chung reservoir area and ended up at the Sek Kong army camp. Quite good. Took 2 hrs 52 min, which was 8 minutes faster than for the same route last year. The last hour was 10% faster but I remember that leg being tough last year, because of the heat, which was greater than yesterday. I mentioned last week that I haven’t started swimming yet. But I will not be able to do so as the pool has been closed due to the SARS epidemic, as have the saunas. Most pools in HK are also closed. So, instead of swimming, I will go to the gym and do low-intensity rowing which is probably a similar exercise. 

The SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) is still spreading in HK. There are now over 800 people infected with 20 deaths, most of these being elderly people with other serious health problems. Of the people who do get infected, over 90% recover with no problems. So though SARS seems to be quite highly infectious, it is not as serious as other diseases. To put it into perspective, more than 3000 people in HK die each year from ordinary pneumonia and about 14000 people die of heart disease! There was a rumour last Tuesday (April 1st, but I don’t know if it was intended as an April-fools’ joke or not) that once the number of SARS cases reached 800, the whole territory would be quarantined and no people would be allowed in or out and no food would come in. This caused a run on the supermarkets and many of the shelves were very quickly emptied. I did not join in and the rumour was quashed later in the day. 

One housing estate in the Kwun Tong area became infected, with many residents in one block becoming sick. So the whole block was quarantined with all the residents forced to remain at home for at least 10 days. But people were still getting sick and it was suspected that the illness might be spreading through water or sewage. So, everybody was removed from the block and sent to the stay at the various holiday camps around HK (the places you would have stayed in when you went on school trips). Tourism to HK is down substantially with 116 flights cancelled yesterday (about 20%) reflecting this. Countries overseas are also taking measures against people/groups from HK and some from China. A large business promotion/sales delegation had arrived in Switzerland but was not allowed to participate. France banned the HK Under-19 Rugby team from competing in the finals of the world championship. HK students boarding in the UK and who are back in HK on holiday were told not to return for some time, though this decision was later rescinded. (There are about 6000 HK students studying in the UK.) And a delegation from China that had arrived in New Zealand was not allowed to attend a conference. (And predictably, Chinese officials responded with their normal mantra by saying that this ‘unfriendly’ act would have ‘serious consequences’ for tourism.) The closure of local schools has been extended and students will now not return until after the Easter holidays. Also, quite a number of expatriate families have decided to leave HK for good! 

Last weekend the HK 7s were held. I spent Sunday afternoon watching it on TV (with the commentary in Chinese). The Cup was again won by England who defeated NZ 22 – 17 in the final. Canada won the Plate (the second level) and the USA the Bowl (the bottom level). The Beijing leg of the World Rugby 7s was to have been held this weekend, but has been cancelled due to SARS. And the Singapore tournament has also been cancelled. (The Singapore 7s team who attended the HK 7s last weekend were quarantined on their return!) Again, I watched part of two Super 12 matches on TV. Surprisingly, the Auckland Blues were defeated by the Otago Highlanders. The Crusaders were also defeated by New South Wales. NZ teams now occupy the top 4 places in the tournament. England and Ireland were both undefeated coming into the final game of the 6-Nations tournament held last Sunday. England were just too good and won easily. It is now being suggested that England might now lift the World Cup when the tournament is held later in the year in Australia. 

Yesterday was the Ching Ming grave-sweeping holiday. On the last leg of yesterday’s run to Sek Kong, I saw many people at grave sites. I had never realised before just how many there are!

That’s about it for now. Will keep sending letters to you. Thinking of you all the time. 

Love,    Dad
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