December 29th, 2002
Hi Gavin

HAPPY NEW YEAR!!  though the new year will be well over by the time you get this letter. I have just been spending some time looking up websites about your unit. Most of what I found out was actually obtained from official Marine Websites. I found that you have left Djibouti and that you had Christmas at sea. Also talked about Kenya. They even included some photographs including Santa giving your CO a lump of coal (I don’t get the significance of this). There was also a Battalion 2/2 site with its crest; opened this and it mentioned the recent promotions though it didn’t seem to mention any names. This 2/2 site included a photograph of a medic unit in Djibouti. On another site I read about the close encounter the ‘Tortuga’ had with a possible Al-Qaeda fishing boat as you sailed through the Straits of Gibraltar some time ago. Another report mentioned how your deployment in Kosovo was cut short in order to head for Africa. Heard about your Christmas video message and Nadine has arranged to get a recording of it. This week’s NEWSWEEK has a picture of General Tommy Franks on the cover. In the (brief) article on him, he is referred to as a ‘soldier’s soldier’, who was injured several times in the Vietnam conflict. He also stands up to the hawks in Washington (like Rumsfeld) and likes to spend time with the lower ranks rather than hob-knobbing it with the other brass. So it certainly fits that you were able to sit and chat with him at his table (if what Nadine said is correct) during his visit.


Quite a lot seems to have been happening in Hong Kong this past week. The bird flu virus is active again. Birds in Penfold Park at the Shatin racecourse died from the virus and so the park has been closed down. Water fowl in Kowloon Park also died from the virus as have many birds in markets.. And just yesterday it was announced that all 16 000 chickens at a farm not far from here are to be slaughtered after about 1000 died from the bird flu. The Cheung Sha Wan chicken market is to be closed down and cleaned and young chickens on many farms are to be vaccinated. 


Last Sunday there was a demonstration and street march in support of the Article-23 legislation on subversion. A large turnout though not as many as in the previous week demonstrating against the proposed legislation. The ‘pro’ rally also included support from fisherman who sailed fishing boats down the harbour. This Article 23 issue is certainly polarising Hong Kong society into two groups. It has definitely been the news of the year here. 


Last Tuesday afternoon, Nadine and I went to watch a performance of “The Nutcracker” ballet at the Cultural Centre. This is performed every Christmas by the HK Ballet Company. You may remember that Nadine performed in it a few years ago. She has now seen this ballet about 4 times including one in San Diego by a Moscow ballet company. After the ballet, we got the last bus back to the hotel. It left early as roads were closed because of all the crowds expected for Christmas Eve celebrations in TST. Things got a bit out of hand in the evening. Rubbish everywhere and also people spraying lots of graffiti over the Cultural Centre and other buildings. The next day, workers picked up 13 tonnes!! of rubbish. The same thing was repeated on Christmas evening though only 7 tonnes of rubbish was collected! On Christmas Eve in the evening, a local primary school girls’ choir sang Christmas carols in the hotel foyer for about 40 minutes. I went down to listen but Nadine was not interested. Not many there; most I think were parents. Also in the foyer there is a big Christmas tree. They asked residents to put packaged food items under the tree for distribution to a local old people’s home. Quite a lot was placed there. 


There was a big drop in temperature last Thursday evening. On Friday, the temperature was about 5OC in this area. But I still went for a swim!! Cold on first getting in but then not too bad actually as the water temperature would have been about 17OC. Swam about 900 metres, more than I was going to swim. On getting out, I was not even shivering, though the hot shower afterwards was very nice. Temperatures crept up a little and for the run on Saturday were about 13OC. I went from Tai Po over to Shing Mun reservoir then up Needle Hill and back. The injury I got last week has still not healed so I went a bit slower to avoid making it worse. This was probably a good idea. For the same run last year I was actually about 15 minutes faster on reaching the top of Needle Hill but because of the fast pace I then got bad leg cramps. But not yesterday, which meant that I was actually a few minutes faster than last year. The night before the run, after dinner, I got food poisoning again with tummy pains and diarrhoea. This has happened before after eating outside but this is the first time it has happened after cooking my own food. 


On TV, there was an interesting documentary about the NZ Moa, the giant extinct flightless bird. Do you remember that the owner of a roadside hotel very close to Uncle Bill’s former holiday house at Bealey claimed to have seen a Moa a few years ago while tramping in the bush? He was briefly featured in the documentary. There were also suggestions that they might be able to bring it back through cloning. 


There was a Rugby match on TV between France and Ireland. Only watched the first half as I went to bed early. Don’t know the final score but I expect France won as they were leading 28-5 at half time. I thought it was the start of the 6-nations tournament. Turned out to be a repeat of a game last Apeil! The next round of the Rugby 7s in Chile has been delayed for ‘logistics reasons.’ The Chilean travel agency arranging everything closed down and they are were having trouble in arranging travel for players from Oceania. 


Nadine got a new NZ passport. Like with you last year, there was not enough time for her to get the regular-priced passport so she had to get the 3-day one at twice the price. But she now has it for 10 years. Nadine gave me two practical presents for Christmas – a small rack for draining/drying washed dishes and a small hanger for drying clothes after washing.

A note from Uncle Keith says that Nana improved after her recent stroke and has been able to eat something. But the incident certainly illustrates how vulnerable she is to complications given her body’s inability to combat bacteria.

That’s about it for now. Thinking of you. Will get Nadine to write a few lines. 

Cheers, Dad
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