March 16th, 2003

Hi Gavin

I will still write a normal letter even though you might not get it, as I modify your letter for Leonie and Nadine and I would still need to write a full letter for them. Good to here that you will be back in the US by the end of April. By then however, the war in Iraq will probably have begun.

I have been looking up some of the Australian helicopter school websites. The Becker school that you told me about is a very small school; it has just 3 helicopters. Some of the other schools are much larger. I was also checking out other things about the types of helicopters and costs. The costs for a full commercial pilot’s license seem to be the same at about AUS$40 000. There was a warning on one site to not pay a lump sum at the start of training. This is in case the school doesn’t do a good job and it may be difficult to get the money back. And the costs for paying in instalments does not seem to be much more than paying a lump sum. Also, the most common helicopter by far in Australia is the Robinson 22. The Becker school has only one of these; the other 2 are Hughes helicopters that are old and almost obsolete. So, it might be useful to consider other schools. I will check too with Shaun when I see him. I haven’t seen him for a while – maybe he is away working in China or somewhere. 

I went for run yesterday around the Tai Lam Chung reservoir and it was very good. Took 2 hrs 42 min, which was 10 minutes faster than for the same route last year. It is nice to report a good run for a change. I hardly stopped at all and was able to run in places where I walked last year, such as on gradual uphill stretches. Getting near the end of the running season. Haven’t started swimming again yet but may do so in April, even if the running has not finished. 

You may have heard on the news that the big thing in Hong Kong at the moment is this illness called atypical pneumonia. (I am not sure why it is called ‘atypical.’) It is not clear yet whether it originated in Hong Kong, Vietnam or in China. A Chinese American businessman returned from Hanoi recently having symptoms of the disease; he died the other day. About 130 hospital staff have come down with what seems to be the disease. Most of these are at the Prince of Wales hospital in Shatin. About 50 have been admitted to hospitals and some are now in intensive care as their condition deteriorates. And then yesterday it was reported that a family from Canada who had been visiting HK got the disease and 2 of them so far have died. The illness has appeared in Singapore in people who had visited HK. Several countries, such as Singapore and Thailand, have advised people not to travel to HK unless it is absolutely necessary. The disease is a bit of a mystery and they are not sure what sort of bug is causing it. However, it does seem certain that it is not connected with the bird flu virus that keeps causing problems here. 

The Financial Secretary – Antony Leung -- is in hot water with both the public and the Chief Executive. In his budget last week he announced a hefty tax increase on new cars and a tax rebate on donations to charity. Well, it turned out that just a few weeks before his budget, he bought an expensive luxury car, thus saving himself a huge sum. When this was revealed, he was apologetic and made some excuse that he did not intend to avoid the tax but had to get a new car as his wife has just had a baby!! So, he promised to donate to charity double the amount of tax he saved. Of course, he also saved on this donation because of his budget allowance on charity donations!! So he has now promised to donate double again the amount to charity. People seem to believe his reason for buying the car might be true (even though be already has 2 luxury cars!) but he has be widely pillored for stupidity, insensitivity and for a conflict of interest. He was then reprimanded, in writing, by Tung Chee-hua; Leung said he would resign but Tung turned this down. 

The issue about the ‘tax’ on the foreign domestic helpers will also not go away. The Philippines government has said it will sue the HK government over the issue. Also, the guy who first proposed the idea was complaining about the tax on motor cars saying that it would hurt HK’s international image! This was seized on by commentators who pointed out that he didn’t seem to think that the tax on maids would affect HK’s image. 

The Super 12s continues. Each week they replay 2 of the games on TV. I also check the results on the Internet. The Canterbury ‘Crusaders’ had a narrow win over the Chiefs (another NZ team). The ‘Hurricanes’ from Wellington had a win a loss against teams in South Africa. (I think the Wellington team calls itself the ‘Hurricanes’ as the city is a very windy place.) The HK 7s will be held in 2 weeks (or is it 3 weeks?). There has been concern that a possible war in Iraq might affect the tournament with some teams withdrawing. But the tournament will still go ahead anyway. 

That medicine I got from the clinic recently did not seem to work although it did work last year. I can control my breathing but am having trouble getting rid of the problem. Often my chest is quite painful. The runs seem to help though I sometimes wonder if the polluted air I must be breathing is affecting me. 


Next Saturday, the publisher has a promotion session at the Mirimar Hotel for the Chemistry books. I will be giving a presentation for about 1¼ hours. 


Got an e-mail from Uncle Bruce saying that Granddad is busy clearing out the house and putting things in order for when he dies. As I have mentioned to you before, he thinks it will not be long in coming. He seems to have stopped doing things that he used to, such as making things in his workshop and tending to the garden. He also criticised the local council, which maintains the cemetery, for not looking after it properly and allowing grass and weeds to grow. So, they came along and tidied it up. Uncle Bruce mentioned that the letters he gets cheers him up a lot. He got one recently from Leonie. So, if you have time, send him a note.

Managed to write almost 2 pages. That’s about it for now. Thinking of you.

Cheers,    Dad
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