February 2nd, 2003

Hi Gavin

Before writing, I checked my e-mails and got yours. I had not heard the news about the Columbia Space Shuttle disaster so it was quite a shock to read of it in your mail. I turned on the radio and waited for the next news report and also looked up the news sites on the Internet. The reports suggest that the cause might have been with the left wing. This was damaged by a thermal tile that broke off the external fuel tank and hit the wing about 1 minute after launch causing damage to the heat-resistant tiles on the wing. By the time you get this letter though, there may be a clearer picture of what happened. I remember, when in Honolulu last year, the tourist bus drove through the Punchbowl cemetery where one of the crew from the Challenger Space Shuttle is buried. 


As mentioned earlier, it seems as though you can begin language study in any term at the Chinese University language school. So, it would not be necessary to begin in September. Still, this can be decided later.


At this time, in Hong Kong, it is Lunar New Year. I had said in a previous letter that it would be the year of the tiger. But this is wrong – it is actually the year of the sheep / ram / goat (take your pick as they all the same word in Chinese). Yesterday (Saturday) was actually New Year’s Day but the public holidays began on Friday. News reports said that 7 million people will be crossing the border during the holiday period!! I’m not sure where they get this figure from, as it equals the whole population of HK. Even if it is 3.5 million crossing each way, that seems an unbelievably high figure. 

Yesterday, my run took me around the Shing Mun reservoir. Felt a bit tired and was gradually losing time compared with last year. But it actually finished being 2 minutes faster! This was because of the downhill last leg from lead mine pass to Tai Po. My best time in the past had been 27 minutes, but yesterday it took only 23 minutes. I couldn’t believe it. But later I realised that for the other 5 times that I have run there, my leg was either injured or I had muscle cramps. But yesterday it felt good, bouncing from rock to rock in parts. There were a lot of people out walking in the area, probably because of the holiday. But almost no one at a barbecue site. 
The pool is now closed for a month or so for maintenance. I went for my last swim last Friday. Water temperature was about 19OC so not bad. Did 1 km and 3 km for the week. Looked at the letter I wrote at this time last year and the water temperature for the final swim was very cold at 15OC. Seems to make a big difference from 15OC to 20OC. This coming week I will probably take a week off exercise to rest for a bit. I have not done that for a long time. I used to do it quite regularly at Chinese University though, perhaps as I was often tired there anyway. 

Talking about CUHK, a new salary system is to be introduced. Instead of being on the government pay scale, with annual increments until you reach the top of the scale, salaries are to be worked out according to ‘performance.’ And it seems that each department head may be the one deciding what staff in the department gets. I’m not sure I like that as it is seems to be open to people trying to curry favour. It would not have been good for me as my idea of how people should be performing in a Faculty of Education differed from the official idea! Better for me not to be there now! 

Last weekend, the first flight of an aircraft from Taiwan to the mainland for over 50 years took place. There have been no air links since the communists came to power in 1949 and the KMT fled to Taiwan. However, the flight had to go via Hong Kong, as the PRC would not allow a direct flight. This first flight was a China Airline 747 and it was full. I think there are to be regular flights from now. 

In Hong Kong, the road border crossing at Lok Ma Chau has just opened for 24-hour crossings. This can’t be done at Lo Wu as the KCR needs to close the line every night for inspections. I have mentioned about proposed legislation regarding Article 23 in the Basic Law dealing with treason and subversion. Some time ago, the government made public its proposals and got a hostile response from large sections of the community. It invited comments from the public and received a huge number of responses. As a result, it has made quite a number of changes to the original proposals. These were announced last week. There are still problems with the bird ‘flu! Another farm in the NT has been infected. It is unlikely that this problem will go away as chickens are raised in very crowded condition and so flu can spread very quickly. 

The latest round of the World Rugby 7s is being held in Brisbane, Australia. Only the first day has been held, so must wait to see who wins. The finals of the America’s Cup begin in Auckland in about 2 weeks between NZ and a Swiss team (with many crew members from NZ). The issue of nationality in the competition has been raised. The original ‘deed’ stated that the competition was to be between nations. But some now want it to be open to anyone who can put together a challenge. These are mainly the very wealthy people who, it seems, want the Cup to be there own play thing. This will certainly make it almost impossible for small countries to raise sufficient cash to put in a challenge. 

That’s about it for now. Cheers.

Dad
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