October 10th, 2004

Hi Gavin

I will try writing formally again. While in LA, I got out of the habit and it has been difficult to pick it up again. Also, I was seldom making entries in my diary. But now I have a computer diary / calendar which I downloaded. And I find I write more into this than into I did in the notebook diary. So I will base this letter on what is in the digital diary. 

It begins on September 1st. On returning from exercise, saw fire engines, an ambulance and police outside the hotel. It turned out that there was a fire on the 9th floor. Everybody entering the building had to wait until the fire had been extinguished. We weren’t told the cause of the fire. This was the first fire the hotel has had since it opened and the alarms and sprinkler systems all worked exactly as they were supposed to.
Didn’t watch much of the Olympics. The trouble is one can never be sure who among the medal winners are ‘clean’ and who aren’t. I am sure a lot of the athletes are on sports-enhancing drugs but have not been caught. China did very well but this was only to be expected given its Soviet-style methods in which thousands of young people, some as young as 5, are forced to undertake arduous training regimes in order to achieve glory for the state. And pity them if they don’t. Of course, only a few actually get medals while thousands and thousands get nothing. Also, most of the athletes have no other training / education either, though this is beginning to change. One exception is the 110-m hurdles gold medallist who himself chose to train in the sport. And when he talks, he is quite different; he sounds enthusiastic and doesn’t talk about the glory of the country as most of the state-trained athletes do. After the games, the gold medallists from China came to HK to demonstrate their skills. Of course, as many local officials as possible were hanging on to them!! 

Many of the public swimming pools have had to be be closed and emptied because of the presence of ‘bloodworms’, which are the larvae of midges, a harmless species of insect. It was not known how they got into the pools but it was suspected, probably incorrectly, that they had been put in the pools by lifeguards, who had been campaigning for higher wages. Fortunately the diving pool in the Kowloon Park pool was able to be re-opened in time for performances by the Chinese gold medallist divers.
Still in September, there was a mini tornado at the airport during a thunderstorm early evening. One cargo aircraft damaged and an employee injured from flying debris. 
September 12th was the day for the Legislative Council elections. There was a record turnout this time. I also voted. Those in the so-called ‘pro-democratic’ camp (e.g. democratic party. other parties, and independents) got about 60% of the votes but only about 40% of the seats (25 out of 60). One of the reasons is the 30 ‘functional constituency’ seats; these are seats for sectors of the community, mainly professional groups, such as medicine, education, financial services. Some of these constituencies are very, very small. For example, the financial services representative was elected with about 270 votes. Compare this with say 60 000 votes a candidate might receive in one of the geographical constituencies. Because of the functional constituency system, some people get 2 votes. When I was at CUHK, I was one of these as I could vote in my geographical area and also in the Education conctituency. A big surprise was the election of ‘Long hair’ (Leung Kwok Hung), a declared Trotskyite and ‘professional’ activist whose dominant article of clothing is a Che Guevara T-shirt. He has had several stints in jail as a result of his protests (when he then becomes ‘short hair’ as he must have it cut while in jail). Even last Wednesday, during the swearing-in of legislators, he couldn’t resist raising a fist and shouting some slogans such as “Power to the people!” and calling on Mr Tung to resign! He was the only one not wearing a suit!! If he had been in my constituency, I think I might have voted for him! 

The Air Pollution Index exceeds 200 in Tung Chung and the airport a couple of weeks ago, the highest it has ever been. This is just above the dangerous level. Most of the pollution came from China; the Tung Chung area gets a lot as the pollution is funnelled down the Pearl River. 

Talking of air pollution, there was an amusing little article in the paper yesterday about air pollution in Beijing. A delegation from France is there at the moment, which includes the French Air Force aerobatics team. The official Xinhua News Agency announced: 

“The aerobatics show, which is planned to be staged by the famous aerobatics team with French Air Force ‘Patrouille de France (PAF)’ was cancelled because of a heavy frog here Thursday, announced the organisers.”
This was just several hours before the arrival of the French president!! A short time later, the Agency, which almost never issues a correction, hurried out “URGENT: French Aerobatics show cancelled because of a heavy fog. EDS-Correction to the word ‘frog’.” [I don’t know what ‘EDS’ means.’]

Have been easing up a little on my exercise recently, at least in the gym; it seems to make me too tired. The week before last I didn’t do any gym, just swimming. I ended up doing 11 kilometres for the week! Didn’t intend to do that much, but each day it felt OK so did more than planned. This past week I did swimming following gym and did 6 km!! 
The wound on my right hand seems finally to have healed. I started to apply the medicinal jelly but instead of putting it just putting it on the wound, placed it in a larger area around the wound. This seemed to help. 

The former president of China, Jiang Zemin, who had retained the powerful position of chairman of the Central Military Commission, i.e., the head of the military, stepped down recently. The present president took over and is now in control of all 3 key posts in China -- president, chairman of the Communist Party and chairman of the military commission. 

Watched a TV documentary recently called 'Secrets of NZ.' This was about the hazardous, especially geological side of the country -- earthquakes, volcanoes, rough Cook Strait. Interesting. It included clips from the 1931 Napier earthquake, which was nearly 8 on the Richter scale. The city was levelled and the harbour and a large chunk of swampy land and lifted by a large amount to become prime real estate. Nana was in Wairoa at the time (about 50 miles north of Napier) and just missed being flattened by a collapsing building. Also of interest is that Lake Taupo (middle of North Island) is actually the crater of a volcano that is still active!! It last erupted about 1800 years ago with such force that the eruption was detected in both China and in Rome! The documentary was actually produced by the NZ Natural History Film Unit. 

A couple of fridays ago the hotel had its annual poolside buffet in the evening -- not bad. Admission is usually free but his year was by donation of two cans/packages of food per person to be given to the Salvation Army. Good idea actually. 

First Formula-1 Grand Prix held in China recently, at a new circuit is Shanghai. Barrichello, in a Ferrari, won.
Have you ever heard about the extremely gruesome double murder of 2 senior Island School students in 1985 at Braemer Hill on HK Island? One of the murderers, only 15 years old at the time, was released from prison a few days ago. The parents of the murdered students had forgiven him some time ago.
There have been two public holidays recently. One for mid-autumn festival and the other for National day (October 1st, which would also have been Nana’s 93rd birthday). It was good to get the phone call from you that day. 

SpaceshipOne successfully made its second flight to claim the $10 million ‘X-prize.’ Good on them! But, to put it in some perspective, the altitude it reached was only a little more than the experimental X-15 manned rocket craft reached way back in 1963. When I read that, it took a bit of gloss off the achievement. However, the Spaceship 1 mission is an entirely private mission, rather than a government one. 

Did you hear about the big bank blunder in HK? It certainly got as far as the BBC World Service TV! A bank was undergoing renovation and accidentally allowed many safe-deposit boxes to be sent to a scrap yard to be flattened! Some people lost a lot of valuable items. The very embarrassed bank is offering compensation on HK$150 000 (even though legally, it does not have to offer anything) which some people have snapped up (presumably those with little of value deposited); others are negotiating with the bank on an individual basis. 

Watched half of the Mike Moore TV documentary 'Bowling for Columbine' the other night. But as it was on very late, didn’t watch it all.

Elections yesterday in Australia and Afghanistan. In Australia, the Howard government was re-elected for a fourth term. 

Today is October 10th – the double tenth – the date on which Sun Yat Sen established the Chinese republic. It is still celebrated in Taiwan but not in HK or China.

Do you know that NZ passports, like those from other countries which have visa-free entry to the US, are useless for getting into the US as from October 26th, because they do not have a magnetic strip on them? If you tried to enter the US with it, you would be denied entry. This is not so serious for you and Nadine who have US passports. 

That’s about it for now. Quite a long missive this time. 

Cheers
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