July 1st, 2001
Hi Gavin
I received your latest letter a few days ago. Thanks. And thanks too for the photographs of your SUV. I didn’t realise that is was only a 2-door vehicle (or 3-door if your count the rear one). It looks nice. Is it a gas guzzler? Your recent exercise sounded tough and congratulations on doing well. It is also good to receive compliments from one’s superiors too, isn’t it? I saw on TV a trial of a new X-35 VTOL fighter, which could be the successor to the Harrier. This is a joint US-UK project. The US can’t do it alone as they don’t have the VTOL and engine technology that the British have developed.


July already! Only one more month of residency here. But I will renew it for 4 more months and then return to NZ at the end of November. But to get the CUHK moving allowance, which expires at the end of the month, I will send my few possessions to NZ by then. I went to Tsim Sha Tsui the other day to look again at the army surplus backpack of the type your purchased. Well, the guy’s small shop has closed down and is now upstairs in what seems to be his flat. Didn’t go in; will do that later.

More adventure races on TV. Another ½-hour programme of such a race in the Nelson National Parks area of Nelson; the race is called ‘The Southern Traverse.’ They seem to have a lot of these kinds of races around the world nowadays. There was also a very interesting TV documentary on ‘supervolcanoes.’ When it came on as a BBC ‘Horizon’ production, I knew it would be good. With ordinary volcanoes, which are always erupting, the magma (molten rock) comes to the surface through a hole in the Earth’s surface. However, unlike ordinary volcanoes, supervolcanoes only happen occasionally. The magma builds up and builds up under the surface of the Earth. Eventually the pressure is so great that it bursts through the surface with consequences that are truly devastating. An interesting part of the documentary was to show how various independent research studies in science all came together. For example, palaeontologists in Nebraska found large numbers of animals that had been wiped out about 10 000 years ago. Analysis of ash on the bones matched that from a supervolcano in Idaho about the same time. Geneticists studying human genes and DNA found that everybody on Earth today has descended from just a few thousand people 70 000 - 80 000 years ago. They guessed that something must have happened to wipe out most humans on Earth at that time but had no idea what. However, volcanologists discovered that a supervolcano in Toba, Indonesia occurred 74 000 years ago that produced so much ash in the atmosphere that the resulting cooling of the Earth would have destroyed most life. Also interesting is that Yellowstone Park is the site of a giant supervolcano, with a huge reservoir of magma 70 km x 30 km just 8 km below the surface. This supervolcano has been erupting every 600 000 years. The last one occurred 640 000 years ago, so an eruption is overdue! The consequences of such an eruption would be devastating. I have included a summary of the Horizon programme with this letter. If you want to visit the website, here is the address:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/supervolcanoes.shtml

More entries in my diary than usual. Our gym has a ½-mile challenge on a sort of cross-country skiing machine, in which the feet slide forwards and backwards instead on up and down as on a treadmill. But unlike the treadmill and the rowing machine, the higher levels of resistance do not increase the speed while the legs move slower (like the high gear on a bike). I guess this is similar to what happens in real cross-country skiing. Anyway, I thought the higher level would help and couldn’t understand why I could not get a fast time. Then I went down to the lowest level and instantly got the fastest time so far. But If I can beat others, it doesn’t say much for the level of fitness of the others! 


There has been more heavy rain here. June is, on average, the wettest month, but with over 1000 mm of rain recorded, it has set a record for rainfall in June. On one day last week, several warnings were issued at the same time: red (very heavy) rain warning, flood warning, thunderstorm warning and the landslip warning! And the Number 3 storm warning is up at present. As a result of the floods. one man is seriously ill with an infection picked up from the water. The disease is leptospirosis (?sp), caused by a bacterium found in the urine of animals (?rats). 

At Ocean Park, the first baby dolphins in the world conceived by artificial insemination, were born. The vets at the park did this because of the in-breeding that was occurring and the resulting unhealthy reduction of the variation in genes. There has still been no agreement between Cathay Pacific Airways and the pilots association. It looks as though there will be industrial action though not this holiday weekend. The holiday, by the way, is tomorrow and is for the anniversary of the handover. The actual flag-raising ceremony was held this morning.

The international rugby season is underway now. Two tests yesterday. In the first, the All Blacks beat the French in Wellington. In the second, the British and Irish Lions defeated the Australian Wallabies in Brisbane. The Lions are on a tour of Australia and there will be three tests.


In spite of having more diary entries, I still have not written much more than usual. Actually, even I write more, I usually change the dimensions of the page so that I can still get it all on one sheet of paper. As you said you are going to San Diego for a break, I will send today’s letter and last week’s letter to your e-mail address in case you look at your mail account. I will also still send a copy by post. As tomorrow is a public holiday, there will be no mail collection here so that will mean a walk over to the post office. 

So, that’s about it for now. Cheers

Dad
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