March 30th, 2003

Hi Gavin

It was nice to receive your phone call the other day (as it always is) and to say hello. That day was my birthday so it was a nice ‘present’!. It was a bit surprising, though not unexpected, to hear that your plans have changed. You said you could not say where you were going but, of course, I knew it was probably Iraq. Later, I looked at the Marines 24th MEU official website and it said quite plainly that it would be Iraq. It even included three photographs of people preparing things for the landing. 

So this is the first letter for 2 weeks. I did not send one last week as I thought you were returning and I did not have your address. In the evening I checked my e-mail and there was one from Leonie passing on a message from you to those on your e-mail list. I hope it all goes well for you in Iraq. Remember that I, and many others, are thinking of you at these times and are with you in spirit. Also remember that I am very proud of you and what you are doing. 

As I mentioned briefly on the phone, I was speaking to the chap Shaun who lives in the hotel and who flies helicopters. Shaun trained in the Brisbane area and knows the guy Becker well and says to keep away from him; he is a con man, and a bit of a crook. Shaun also recommended some schools, which I can follow up with general enquiries. 

I went for another run yesterday around the Tai Lam Chung reservoir and again it was very good. Took 2 hrs 50 min, which was 6 minutes faster than for the same route last year. Five of the 6 minutes came off the first half of the run. As with the run I commented on in the last letter, I hardly stopped at all and was able to run in places where I walked last year, such as on gradual uphill stretches. Haven’t started swimming again yet but may do so this week. 

As I mentioned last time, the main news here is the pneumonia outbreak which now is an epidemic. It is spreading quite fast. There are about 500 confirmed cases now and the number is increasing rapidly and there have been 11 deaths as of yesterday. Huge numbers of people are wearing face masks. Yesterday, while going to and from the run I also wore a mask too. Rather uncomfortable; don’t know hoe people can work in them all day long. The KCR, KMB (buses) and others have been issuing free face masks to travellers. From yesterday, all schools and universities have been closed for about 10 days, though if the situation worsens, this could be extended. Public examinations are still being held, such as the HK A-Level exams. Students who cough or sneeze have to sit at the back of the examination halls. It seems almost certain that the outbreak started in China but was covered up by the Chinese authorities. Remember a few months ago I mentioned about a flu-like outbreak in Guangdong that killed some people and how people were using things such as vinegar to try to prevent themselves from getting it? That seems to have been the start. It was reported that the Chinese even know the actual person who was the source of the infection but are not letting on. Because China hushed things up, the disease was able to spread and HK in particular was caught unawares. 

The consequences of the epidemic have been quite hard for HK. It has hit tourism and many countries have advised their people not to come to HK. Some countries are thinking of suspending air services to countries in the region. The Rolling Stones cancelled concerts to be held this weekend and performances by others have also been cancelled. The Rugby 7s still went ahead this weekend as scheduled but the 7s tournament for next week in Beijing has been scrapped! Ironically, the disease, called ‘atypical pneumonia’ has been renamed SARS (S…? A…? Respiratory Syndrome). Of course, HK is called the HK SAR (Special Administrative Region) so having almost the same initials as the disease is rather unfortunate. 

The Rugby 7s began on Friday early evening. After the run yesterday, I watched it on TV (on a Chinese sports’ channel). I could not see anybody wearing surgical masks; probably too difficult to yell, eat and drink while wearing them! There were a few people wearing gas masks but these were probably not for medical reasons but as part of the costumes many people seem to put on for the occasion. During the past week there has been an international women’s 7s competition. The final was played at the HK Stadium on Friday evening after the last men’s game. It was between NZ and England with NZ being too strong and winning by 27 – 0. Saw parts of replays of a couple of Super 12s games. One game was between the Auckland Blues and the Australian Brumbies (from Canberra) with the Blues thumping the Brumbies by 41 – 16. The Blues are very strong this year and will probably will the series. 

On Saturday of last week, I had to attend a seminar for teachers arranged by the publishers to talk about my revised Chemistry books. It was held at the Miramar Hotel in Nathan Road (the same place where the publisher’s annual dinner was held at Chinese New Year.) I had prepared an outline of my talk, which the publishers turned into a PowerPoint presentation. My presentation lasted for about 80 minutes and went quite well. Following that there was a presentation of material from the CD-ROMs an IT company has prepared for the course. Teachers in HK are really pampered as they expect, and usually get, many additional materials from publishers besides the actual books. They want CD-ROMs, Question banks (to prepare examinations and tests), photocopiable materials, posters, lesson plans, etc, etc, etc. No wonder the cost of books for students in HK is high as the costs are passed on to them through the textbooks. I added up the number of books for the chemistry course and was surprised to find it came to 52!! This is made up of 3 textbooks (+ 3 teacher’s overprinted editions of the textbook with teaching points and answers to questions in the textbooks), 3 practical books (+ 3 teacher’s overprinted editions), 3 activity books (+ 3 teacher’s overprinted editions), 3 homework revision books (+ 3 teacher’s overprinted editions), a Book of Data and 1 teacher’s book. Total so far = 26. Multiply by 2 for the Chinese editions to get 52! Each teacher attending the seminar got a set of 10 books in English (3 textbooks, 3 practical books, 3 activity books + the Book of Data). I did not actually see the final books until I was sent a set just the other day. Looks better in the final form that in the earlier photcopied forms I had seen earlier. 

The problems of the Financial Secretary still won’t go away. It now turns out that he did cover up his car purchase, which was supposed to have been declared. At a recent executive council meeting, another member declared to the CE that he had bought a car. When the CE was queried as to whether such purchases need to be declared, he replied “Yes.” Leung, who was at the meeting, said nothing about his purchase! It is interesting too that Leung was to give the keynote address at a travel and tourism conference on ethics and integrity in the industry! This created quite a laugh in the papers. And then it was announced that Leung would be unable to make the speech due to “other commitments.” 

That’s about it for now. Will keep sending letters to you. Thinking of you all the time. 

Love,    Dad
( 2

