July 13th, 2003
Hi Gavin

This will be the last letter to you at Camp Lejeune. I will only send the letter by e-mail as a posted letter would probably not arrive before you leave. I will also only send e-mails until you send me another postal address.
There may be quite a lot to write about this week as my diary has entries for every day of the past week. It is not often that that happens. Mostly Hong Kong news. Last night I watched on TV, some of the opening match of the Tri-nations Rugby games. It was a surprise result, with South Africa beating Australia by 26 to 22. South Africa performed much better than they did in earlier tests. Next weekend, I think, they take on NZ in Pretoria. The advantage must go to SA as they have a home game, they are on a roll and they are more used to the high altitude in Pretoria. Did I mention that NZ won the Under-21 Rugby competition held recently in England? 

The Article-23 bill is still the big issue here. I hope you found the brief notes I sent about it informative. Nadine had asked for a summary but I thought it may be useful for all of you to read. There was another protest rally outside the legislative council building on Wednesday evening. About 50 000 turned up – not as many because it was not a holiday. Fortunately the weather was fine. The executive council (Tung Chee-hua’s cabinet) was meeting there at the time. When their meeting had finished, and the councillors were leaving, one of them made an ‘obscene gesture’ to the crowd with his hand. Hardly an intelligent thing to do in the current environment! His action is to be investigated by some committee of legislators. Tung has now said that the Article-23 legislation will be deferred and amended. But the damage has been done. And it is always a sign of weakness when an authoritative regime starts to offer concessions. The protests have, of course, gone beyond just the issue of Article-23. People are now openly asking for the greater democracy that is supposed to be promised in the Basic Law and which Tung and many of his supporters do not want and have moved away from. This afternoon, there is to be another mass gathering to express their desire for greater democracy and universal suffrage (i.e., one-man-one-vote). 

China must be quite worried about the turn of events. It seems that Chinese officials in HK have not been sending back to Beijing accurate reports of how people here are thinking (This could be because junior officials never want to give bad news to their superiors). As a result, some heads here may roll just as they did in China with the SARS cover-up. China also seems to distancing itself from Tung. When the Prime Minister was here, he never made any complimentary remarks about the CE, something that is almost automatic with Chinese leaders. China must also be worried that the protests are happening in HK, which has always been a base of unrest in China. For example, Sun Yat Sen used HK as his base for the overthrow of the last Chinese dynasty. And in the 1920s, the colonial British administration tolerated the communists using HK as a base after they had been thrown out of China by the KMT (Kuo Ming Tang). 

Soccer betting has now been made legal in HK. The Jockey Club will administer it. This will eliminate triads from the illegal betting that has gone on for a long time. But it has been a divisive issue in the community, with many in HK against it, and the legalisation only passing narrowly.

Last Thursday was an eventful day. You may have heard or seen on TV, reports about the terrible bus accident. A KMB double-decker was shunted off the Tuen Mun highway by a large truck at Ting Kau (next to the big bridges) and sent straight down about 50 metres. It landed front first killing 22 people, about half those on board. About five of the fatalities were teachers from schools in Tin Shui Wai, on their way to school. The truck driver has since been arrested for something like ‘dangerous driving leading to death.’ Given the way many container drivers drive on highways, I suspected that this was the probable cause of the accident. 

On Thursday evening, I had dinner with one of the Singapore publishers who was visiting HK for a few days. He was staying at the Park Lane Hotel opposite Victoria Park. Took quite a long time to get there on the bus, particularly going through Central as it was still rush hour. On arrival, I heard him say the dreaded word ‘buffet’! I’m not so keen on buffet dinners as I can now no longer stuff myself. As it was, I ate too much and felt uncomfortable afterwards. 

You probably know that the HK Housing Authority is the biggest landlord in the world. This past week, the lower court found the Authority guilty of overcharging the rent of its public tenants. They may have to reimburse the tenants. The problem arises because the Authority is not allowed to charge a rent that is greater than a certain percentage of a household’s income. But they have been doing so for several years. 

Did you hear about the tragic end to the operation in Singapore to separate the 29-year-old Iranian conjoined twins? The two girls were joined at the head but had separate brains. Many doctors and hospitals around the world refused to carry out the operation because it was too risky. The Singapore hospital agreed but unfortunately failed. After the girls had been separated, they died within 90 minutes of each other. The Singapore publisher I met on Thursday said that the hospital was a new one and probably needed something to raise its profile. It was also encouraged by the Singapore government to do the operation. 

I watched a documentary the other evening about “Devil’s Island”, the name given to French Guyana (?sp) at the top of South America. (Devil’s Island is also the actual name of a small island just off the coast.) The place was a former French penal colony and is now from where the European Space Agency launches it spacecraft. The colony was set up by Emperor Napoleon III in about 1852 and was closed down in about 1947. France used it as a dumping ground for genuine criminals, political dissidents, petty criminals and many innocent people. Few of the hundreds of thousand of people sent there lived to return to France. One famous prisoner was Captain Dreyfus, the French army officer of Jewish descent who was framed by other anti-semitic officers. He lived on the actual Devil’s Island for 6 years until he was freed and exonerated. (Drefus, by the way, was the name our cat when I was a boy. He had been a stray that wandered into Granddad’s Air Force base in Gisborne during the war. He was adopted, and after the war, Granddad brought him home.) 

That’s about it for now. Cheers, 
Dad
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