May 4th, 2003
Hi Gavin

I have just checked my e-mails and got one from you saying that you are now back in the US. In the last day or so, I was trying to imagine where your ‘plane would have been. So, now you are back, what do you do until the rest of the unit returns? I’m sure that you don’t just have a rest, swim and go to the gym! Your comment about the Navy’s dolphins was interesting as I had seen a bit on TV about their use in searching for mines in the waters off Kuwait. 

I am making inquiries about helicopter schools. But, when I was checking the VA registration information again, it says payment is for registered ‘colleges or universities.’ So, does the GI Bill also cover other education such as helicopter schools? It probably does, but it may be worth checking. I will let you know when I get some replies. The 2 schools recommended are about 60 miles from Brisbane. Is that OK seeing that you asked for places close to Brisbane?

In the gym the other day, I was speaking again to Shaun, the helicopter pilot guy, and he offered to take me up some time. I think the helicopters are based at Sek Kong. But as some of his work starts in Central, he flies there from Sek Kong. So he would fly me from Sek Kong to Central one morning with a bit of a sightseeing detour. It will be interesting, as I have never flown in a helicopter before. 

Last Monday I went to the university clinic to get the results of my medical tests. All the results were OK. I was told that the ECG heart test was normal (though I have heard that such a test is not foolproof in that it does not necessarily pick up all heart problems.) The blood test was also OK. Tested for cholesterol, triglycerides (fats), glucose and creatinine (not sure what this last one is for). All except the HDL (“good”) cholesterol were right in the middle of the normal ranges. The HDL cholesterol which, should be as high as possible, was at the lower edge of the range. Actually, according to the CUHK report, it is nearer the middle, but a medical site on the Internet says it is at the lower end on normal. This shows that so there is no universal agreement on what is normal. Even ‘normal’ blood pressure has changed from what it was up to a year or so ago. The ‘gerd’ tablets I have been taking to reduce the amount of stomach acid seemed to have helped too.

On returning from the clinic, I went to the hotel pool for my first swim of the season. At about 27OC, the water is certainly much warmer than when I stopped swimming at the end of January. But even then, there is a bit of a ‘shock’ on first getting in. Went swimming again on Wednesday and Friday. 

SARS is still a big worry in Hong Kong though I think fewer people are wearing masks these days. The death total is now above 200, which is similar to the figure in Beijing. Also, some people who had recovered have had relapses. I heard yesterday that funeral homes will not take people who have died of SARS and that the hospitals send them for cremation immediately. Also, the virus causing SARS seems to mutate rapidly so that people being infected now may have a different strain than earlier victims. Saw on TV that the PLA in China built in one week a temporary building on the outskirts of Beijing to house 1000 patients as the hospitals are now full. Also in China, some villagers have set up unofficial roadblocks to stop all outsiders from entering in order to help control the spread of SARS. I read in NEWSWEEK that SARS is a very virulent disease but is difficult to spread. (Something like the common cold is less virulent but is more easily spread.) The US has been largely spared from the disease for the moment anyway. 

To help the community financially at this time, the government has come up with some rebate schemes. Taxpayers will receive a 50% rebate on their last year’s tax up to a maximum of $3000. I will get all of about $60 back!!! Also, for 4months, there will be a rebate on government charges for water, rates and one or two other things. Somehow, I don’t think the hotel will pass this onto us; Li Ka Shing (who owns the place) will keep it instead! 

And talking of rebates, the supermarket is now giving a small rebate for people who use their own bags instead of plastic supermarket bags. On today’s bill, there was a rebate totalling all of 50 cents!! 

Last Thursday was a public holiday; May 1st is a common holiday in former communist countries. I didn’t actually know it was a holiday. I phoned the editor but got no reply at his office, which happens quite often, so I thought that was normal. But when I got him on his mobile phone, he said he was at home for the day. I couldn’t understand why the company was so generous to give him a day off. Also, when I went over to the gym that day, there were many people outside and also many more in the gym. I thought it was strange and that this should only happen on a holiday. Later, from the TV news, I realised it was a holiday! In China for the past 4 or 5 years, they government has extended the May 1st holiday into a week to get people to spend thus helping the economy, and it seems to have worked. But this year, because of SARS, they reduced the holiday to just the one day. 

The Super 12 competition is getting near the end of the first round. Most teams have now played 10 of their 11 games. Watched 2 games on TV both involving the Auckland Blues. Although the Blues won both games, they looked lethargic and unimpressive for a team that is leading the points table. After all games are played, the top 4 teams play off in the semi-finals. 

Did you hear about the Chinese submarine disaster? A submarine, based on German WWII U-boats, had some kind of mechanical accident while on exercises off the Chinese coast. All 70 officers and crew died. They have not said exactly what happened. 

That’s about if for now. Have written more than I thought I could! I will send this letter by e-mail. Let me know if your Camp Lejeune address is the same and if you want me to send letters. 

Love.
Dad
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