May 25th, 2003
Hi Gavin

Got your letter, written in Iraq on April 6 and stamped on the envelope April 14. It certainly took a long time to get here. Still nice to get it though. As you mention in your letter, you are entitled to free university at a state college. To be entitled to such a free education is certainly, as you said, a great deal. Sometime I think you should take it up. Is there a time limit? Keep applying for the WO school and helicopter training but you may be able to do the state college programme by distance learning (rather than the other distance learning courses you mentioned on the telephone). It was also good to get your phone call and to be able to talk to you for a while. Let me have the details of your bank account, including that bank reference number needed when transferring money by e-mail / e-banking. (I have forgotten what this number is called, but you sent one the last time you gave me bank account details.)

The problem of SARS in Hong Kong seems to be lessening still further. The World Health Organisation (WHO) just the other day lifted its travel advisory against travel to HK and Guangdong. That means that tourists may start returning to HK. It is expected that tourists from nearby places, such as China, may return first, but HK is not expecting long-distance tourists to start returning until the autumn. In the last couple of days many people have stopped wearing masks so some of the gloom seems to be lifting. But the WHO travel advisory against Beijing has not been lifted. Also, SARS in Taiwan is getting worse. Most of the problems there are centred around hospitals which have done a poor job of controlling the disease. Also, more outbreaks have occurred in Toronto after it was thought to be free of SARS. The funeral for the lady doctor who died of SARS was held the other day. She caught the disease when trying to resuscitate a patient dying of SARS, and knowing that by doing so, she could get the disease, which she did. This is one definition of what bravery means. It turns out that her husband died almost exactly a year ago from leukaemia, and she had married him knowing that he had the disease. She was buried in Gallant Gardens, as was the nurse who had worked with her at the same hospital. Very sad really and her death had quite an effect on people in HK. It seems that some movie studios are thinking of making a movie about her story. 
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Scientists at HK University announced that they believe the SARS virus originated in civet cats and jumped to humans. The virus seems to have a gene that allows it to spread from human to human. (This is unlike the earlier bird-flu viruses which jump from chickens to humans but cannot spread from human to human – I think that is correct.) After this, the Guangdong government said that it is going to tighten up on this kind of business. And in HK, it is being suggested that birds should be killed in a central slaughter house rather than in markets and restaurants. On TV the other night, there was the second of the two-part documentary on the spread of flu around the world. This one dealt with SARS and how it spread from Guangdong. There is a lot of human-animal contact in markets and on farms there and conditions are often filthy and unhygienic all of which facilitate the formation of new diseases in humans. 

The final of the Super 12 competition was shown live on TV yesterday afternoon. The Auckland Blues beat the Canterbury Crusaders 21 to 17. But the Blues scored only 2 tries to the Crusaders’ 3. But the Blues’ kicking was much better. The Crusaders only got one kick over! It they had got more over, they would have won. The All Black squad is to be announced on Monday. There will be tests soon against England, Wales and France followed by the tri-nations matches. And in two weeks, there will be the London 7s tournament. Shortly after that will be the final tournament in Wales. There have been 4 or 5 fewer tournaments this year due to various cancellations, mainly due to SARS. 

This month is the 50th anniversary of the first ascent of Mount Everest by Edmund Hillary (from NZ) and Tensing Norgay (from Nepal). The Discovery Channel is having documentaries every night this coming week to commemorate the event. I will be watching them. 

I bought a new toaster today. The old one, from way back at CUHK, just suddenly packed up. I took it almost to pieces, but could not find what had happened. Anyway, the replacement was very cheap at only HK$59. There is no indication of where it was made but I guess it is China. Although people like to buy things that are cheap, I was reading an article recently which was talking about possible serious negative consequences on the world economy of the flood of large numbers of very cheap goods from China. Many developing countries, for example, just cannot compete and could become poorer. 

I am swimming regularly now with 3 swims a week. Water temperature is about 29OC which is OK. But when it gets a bit higher, it is not so pleasant swimming. I have almost finished reading “Great Expectations” by Charles Dickens. On number 17 of the 18 instalments. Quite exciting now and at times hard to put down. It is interesting how Dickens introduces many characters in the first half of the story and then in the second half how all these people become related to each other. (So, if you read the story, pay special attention to each new character that is introduced as that person will be revealed later as an important link in the story.)

That’s about it for this week. ‘Lucky’ I was able to write a lot about SARS otherwise there would not have been too much to say! 

Cheers,  Dad

Civet cat
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