February 23rd, 2003

Hi Gavin

It’s good that you have a computer on your base so that you can communicate with people. But I guess it is still a good feeling to receive letters through the post. Even though you are not allowed to say what you are doing, it is surprising what is available on the Internet, including the Marines own website. Saw a brief interview on TV the other night with a Major(?) General Sallter (?sp) and then looked up the Marines wesite for more on what he said. He said that, whatever happens in Iraq, your unit will be based in Djibouti in order to go after terrorist groups in the Horn of Africa. Also, that you are engaged in exercises with forces in neighbouring countries such as Kenya and Ethiopia. I guess this is what you are doing when you go away for a week or so at a time. I also found a base called Camp Lemonier and saw a picture of the entrance. I guess that’s where you are based. Also that there are troops from other countries including France (because Djibouti was a former French territory) and German (interesting, given the public anti-war stance of the German government). I also saw on TV, an item about the floating HQ off the coast. Less easy to get information about the USS Nassau (your ship, I think). Occasional see shots on TV of what could be the Nassau, but realise, of course, that it could be one of the sister ships. 


This past week’s NEWSWEEK had some interesting articles about what it is about the US and Europe that is causing the differences that are appearing in regard to a war in Iraq. A lot has to do with different attitudes to religion/God and to history/war. Europeans, for example, look at all the terrible wars they have had in the past centuries. Americans tend to their wars as wars of liberation, such as when they helped to liberate Europe in WWII. 


The fourth race of the America’s Cup should be underway in Auckland. It hadn’t yet started when I checked the Internet site. As I mentioned in an email, Team NZ is already 3 – 0 down to the Swiss team (with the largely NZ crew, including the skipper, Russell Coutts, who skippered Team NZ to its victories in 1995 and 2000). The Super-12 competition has begun. It is earlier this year due to the Rugby World Cup being held in October. The Canterbury Crusaders, who have won the Super-12 title 4 or 5 times, got off to a good start, defeating the Wellington Hurricanes. The other night on TV, I watched the game between the Auckland Blues and the NWS Warratahs, which the Blues won. More 6-Nations Rugby too this weekend. England beat Wales and Ireland beat Italy. Today, France play Scotland. 

In Hong Kong, the tax is to be $400 per month and not $500!! As I said last week, there has not been much public criticism but there has been a lot by newspaper commentators. The Article 23 legislation still simmers on. In reply to the secret trials that have been included, the Security for Security replied that similar trials can also be held in England! The bird ‘flu continues to cause problems. A 9-year-old boy is being treated in hospital for the H5N1 strain of bird ‘flu virus – the virus that passed from chickens to humans a few years ago – 1997, I think. And his grandfather and sister have just died from the disease, which was initially thought to be pneumonia. They had been staying in Fujian province in China, and it probably there where they caught the disease as they were staying on a chicken farm. It’s possible that bird flu has been around for longer than 1997, but was an unknown disease then. It has now been confirmed – the Civil Service is to have a 6% pay cut, spread out in two 3% amounts over two years. 


Greenpeace in HK staged a protest the other day by trying to attach a banner to a US ship somewhere near the Tsing Ma bridge. But they were forced away – at gun point! Rifles were aimed at them by security personnel (US or local I don’t know). Didn’t see anything on the TV news – just on the radio. The Marine Police are investigating the incident. 

Last Monday I had a 3-hour meeting, downstairs in the lobby, with the sales team for the HK Chemistry book. They wanted to know the features of the new book and how it differs from the old book before they go to schools to promote it. That afternoon I was beginning to feel ill with flu-like symptoms and after the meeting felt really bad. Went to bed after cooking dinner but eating little of it. Felt rather miserable the next day but was getting over it enough to go to the gym. 

I mentioned about the marathon held last week. The winner of the men’s race was from Zimbabwe. I went for a slower 3-hour run yesterday up Cloudy Hill and around one of the little reservoirs and back to Tai Po. Warm and very humid. 

Saw an interesting programme on the Discovery Channel the other night about the sinking of the Bismarck. It combined an account of the sinking with a search for it carried out by the guy who produced the movie ‘Titanic.’ They have put forward the idea, claimed by some survivors, that the ship might have been scuttled rather than sunk by shells. But there is not enough evidence from the wreck to show if this is the case or not. 

Downstairs in the ‘sitting-out’ grassy area between the two hotels there is a hot-air balloon. For this and the next 5 weekends, they are offering $100 rides up to the great height of 18 metres (60 feet)!! The balloon is tethered so that it doesn’t float away. It is in connection with some grand promotion by Cheung Kong to sell flats in this area. Yesterday, as I was getting back from the hike, I saw the balloon being inflated. But they were having difficulty as there was a strong wing blowing. The wind would blow the balloon part sideways and as soon as it came upright again, the flame was ignited to heat the air in the balloon. I didn’t hang around, or go down later, to see if they had been successful or not. 

While writing this letter, I keep getting up and down to watch the soup on the cooker. Last year I brought back three packets of dehydrated vegetable soups from NZ. It takes more than an hour to boil it up again. This is the second packet of the three I have used. 

Got an email from Uncle Keith. He says Granddad is very depressed and does not do the thinks that interested him, such as attending to the garden and making things in the garage. He told Keith that he would also in his grave within a year! 

That’s about it for now. Thinking of you.

Cheers,    Dad
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