November 22nd, 2009
Hi 
Well, I am back from Indonesia following a hectic 10 days. Quite a good visit though for two days I was sick – very sick. More about that later. There was also a large earthquake somewhere in the country, which I did not feel.
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The map shows my travels. No stopovers in Singapore, just airport transfers. Last year, also in November, I visited Padang (the city devastated by the earthquake a few weeks ago) and not Medan. 
I left HK on the morning of Friday, November 6th and arrived in Jakarta at 4 pm (5 pm HK time). Again, there was a long queue at the airport to get the visa. They now have a sign indicating 73 countries for which visas will be issued on arrival, and judging from the length of the queue and the kinds of people in it, I think most of those 73 were represented!  

I was booked into the same room as last year; the Ritz-Carlton keeps details of all its past visitors. However, following the recent terrorist attack on the hotel, it is now somewhat depressing. Everybody now has to go through an X-ray machine and search at the entrance. Also there are fewer staff and guests around. One morning while waiting in the lobby for about 30 minutes to be picked up, I counted only two or three guests. Also, the large ground floor restaurant used for breakfast was not in use. Instead, a small restaurant on the top floor was used and for the mornings I used it, there was never more than 10 or 12 people. 
The following day, Saturday, was the launch for the new P3-6 Maths and Science books (last year only P1-2).  I gave a two-hour presentation in the morning and continued for another two hours in the afternoon. There were about 120 Science teachers crowded into a room that was not large enough which made it very hot. In the evening, we were taken to dinner at a local restaurant. And after that the trouble began, which I think was food poisoning caused by a bug picked up at lunch (not the dinner as that was too soon). Vomiting and diarrhoea began immediately and were almost continuous that night and much of the next day. Terrible! The hotel staff found out about it and gave me diarrhoea medicine from the hotel doctor. I remained in bed all of the Sunday. On the Monday, I was getting better and actually had a little breakfast but then rested the rest of the day. Apart from the breakfast, I ate very little. Fortunately, they had been unable to arrange a school visit for me that day.
On the Tuesday, I was better but weak. I visited schools on three days for various sessions with teachers but not for teaching as I did last year. Through these sessions, it was hoped that the schools would adopt our Science books. For the first visit, on Tuesday afternoon, we discussed a video lesson of one of the teachers. Went very well. The next day, also in the afternoon, the visit was to one of the schools I visited last year. We had session in which the teachers prepared then taught very short lessons to practice questioning skills, which we then evaluated. On this day, it took just 15 minutes to get to the school but 2 hours 15 min to get back due to terrible traffic jams (Jakarta traffic jams are amongst the worst in the world). On Thursday morning, for the third visit, it was a quick repeat of the presentation of the previous Saturday. As the session was finishing, very heavy rain fell which led to severe flooding throughout the city. 
On the Friday, flew to Medan with one of the publishing staff. The others involved were not involved in the school visits and had returned to Singapore but then flew in to Medan the same day. (For the flight, I took a large bottle of water to drink, completely forgetting the ban on such liquids. Nevertheless, it was never picked up, even though passing through security three times. Doesn’t say much for their security!) The presentations on the Saturday were the same as in Jakarta. They were also held in the hotel we stayed in which meant we could get more sleep. Left Medan at 0840 on Sunday 15th for Singapore, then afternoon flight to HK. 

During my stay in Indonesia, I did not do any exercise, though had I not been sick I would have done some swimming. The week before going to Indonesia, I had the last swims for the season here. As I keep records of my swims, I did a calculation and found that my average per swim for the season was about 1.8 km. I did not think it would have been that long. 
Started exercise again on the first day back. Now that there is no swimming, I have replaced it with rowing. Yesterday, I went for the first hike-run of the cool season. It was rather cold at just 130C but was not too bad. We have had a very cold week.  This weekend, the annual ‘Trailwalker’ was held. The winners were a PLA team, the first time they have entered, even though the army has been in HK for 12 years now. (The cynic would say that being a team from the mainland, they were unlikely to enter if they were not sure there was a good chance of winning. Also, this year there was no Ghurkha team; they were employed by a security company which some time ago sacked all their staff following a labour dispute.) 
Some interesting news on Australian TV. First there was another government apology, this time for the 'Forgotten people'. These were the thousands of children, some as young as two, who were shipped from Britain from the 1930s to about the 1960s to Australia and other Commonwealth countries. They all believed they were orphans (some were, but many were not) and that they were going to a better life in. The reality was quite different. They were often institutionalised and had to do a lot of hard physical labour. 

This past week, a handicapped Australian man who had won the recent New York wheelchair marathon (and every other major wheelchair marathon of the year) completed the Kokoda track in Papua-New Guinea in about 10 days, having crawled the 96 km route on his hands. He has lumbosacral agenesis, a condition in which he was born without the lower part of his spine and his legs did not develop. He can feel and move his ‘legs’ but they are not strong enough for him to walk on. Quite remarkable really. 
Thirdly, in Melbourne, three-year old Bangladeshi conjoined twins joined at the head were successfully separated after a 32-hour operation.

While I was in the Ritz-Carlton in Indonesia, the TV in the room was advertising weekend voluntary work to build houses in local villages. And it was not free; volunteers have to pay US$70 for their work. Then, when I got back to HK and was reading the latest Time magazine, there was an article talking about the how several hotels around the world, led by the Ritz-Carlton, have such programmes. 
In HK, it was announced that Disney is to build a theme park in Shanghai. This will compete directly with the HK Disneyland. There was also a Consumer Council report on the high sugar content in foods and drinks. For example, a single can of Coke (?diet) and Fanta can contain up to half the amount of sugar a person should consume in a day. No wonder so many people are fat. 

This weekend, the annual Macau Grand Prix is being held. The final of the Formula-3 race will be held this afternoon. 
I am not sure when you will get this letter. My broadband link has broken - again. I am beginning to think there may me something in the idea of mind over matter. On Friday morning, with nothing to do, I was thinking that if there was any time the broadband link should break, it was now. And then in the afternoon it broke! Of course, statisticians would work out the probability of the two things happening (thought/break) and might be able to show that the probability is quite high. 
That’s about it for now. 

Cheers
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