October 28th, 2001
Hi Gavin

The past week has again been dominated by what is happening in Afghanistan. A lot of other trouble spots in the world have been getting so much less attention than previously, that we might think that these problems have been solved. It was reported that a detachment of Royal Marines (from the UK) will be used for limited ground action in Afghanistan. They will based on ships off the Pakistani coast and flown in for short stretches at a time. But their work, and that of any US troops, will be made more difficult because of the tens of thousands of caves that the Taliban, and undoubtedly bin Laden, can live in. These caves cannot easily be destroyed from the air, even if you know where they are, and of course there are just too many of them.

Of course, there has been a lot in the media too about the anthrax scare. I tend to believe, as the authorities in the US are now saying, that the bacteria are being spread from within the country rather than by bin Laden’s network. But I have little evidence for that – it is still an untested hypothesis! The vaccination that you got last year should offer you a degree of protection. But it is not good to hear that many people in the US are taking antibiotics for a disease they do not have. This may lead to bacteria of all kinds becoming resistant to antibiotics which could result in a problem later on that is much worse than the current one. There was an interesting 20/20 TV programme the other day that was talking about research done following the anthrax leak from a secret Soviet facility in 1979 which covered the nearby city in a cloud of deadly bacteria. Although about 80 (?) died, the vast majority of people exposed did not even come down with the disease! It seems that the human immune system is quite good at fighting anthrax, particularly in younger, fit and healthy people. Not one baby there caught it. And, of course, farmers everywhere are exposed to anthrax spores every day and few come down with the disease. 

I was interested to hear yesterday that the US Department of Defense has awarded the multi-billion dollar contract for the development of the next generation of jet fighter to Lockheed-Martin, the developer of the X-35 VTOL experimental plane. This is the aircraft based on the British Harrier that the US Marines use now. It may have got the nod over its Boeing rival because of its VTOL capability and also that the UK (which is helping to develop it) would purchase it. 

Entries for only 2 days of the past week in my diary. The results of the recent Census have just come out. The population of HK is 6.7 million, although I suspect that this figure is lower than the real figure. Of those, 95% are Chinese. Last Thursday was the Chung Yuen (autumn grave cleaning) public holiday. There were hundreds of hill fires caused by people being careless when burning paper money, joss sticks, etc. This was a record number of hill fires for one day. The hill near here, which is visible from the swimming pool, is now completely black from top to bottom and from one side to the other. I was just looking at it the other day and thinking it would be nice to walk up it again, after a similar but less serious fire last year. But it is not so nice walking on a burnt-out hillside. The same day was also HK’s remembrance day (switched from the day in November which is the UK/Commonwealth day). The Chief Executive’s office also had an anthrax scare when they received an envelope containing a white powder. Turned out to be a hoax, though.

Got an e-mail the other day from Leonie. It was sent from Columbus, Ohio (not too far from the Great Lakes). She was there for a couple of days for a medical school interview. She was put up in the home of a current medical student and taken around the school to get to know the place. Her interview was to be the day after she wrote the letter. I have not heard how it went. I guess she is back in San Diego again now.

I think I told you that I will need to stay in HK another year but that I will go for a holiday to NZ in December. I will have to get an air ticket to Christchurch soon. Will probably leave sometime around the middle of December (or a bit earlier) and return to HK  some time in January. I am trying to co-ordinate my travel with Leonie’s. I was also hoping to use my accumulated Air New Zealand air points to get a ticket but I do not yet have enough. 

Not much else to write about this week. Try to let me know what is happening to you. 

Thinking of you. Cheers.

Dad

PS: I will again send this letter by both e-mail and by ordinary mail in case you can access you friend’s computer again. But I will send Turkey Instalment (Number 6) just by post. 
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