11847 E Appaloosa Place

Scottsdale AZ 85259

USA

Sunday, 4th February 2001

Jane & Frank Scott-Verdon
37 Heol Hendre
Rhiwbina
Cardiff  MERGEFIELD State  CF4 6PL
United Kingdom
Dear Jane & Frank,

I know that you often wonder where I will be when next I write a family letter, so I will start with – G’Day from a sunny and humid Sydney.

But to get matters chronologically correct, I should start with my trip to the Frankfurt Book Fair and Rome last October. The Fair was interesting, as always, but I have now exhausted most of the sights around Frankfurt, so decided to take myself to Rome. But first I experienced German efficiency in a few taxi rides in the city. Big Mercedes cabs with educated drivers who speak English are an agreeable and peculiarly German trait.

So to Rome via Brussels as the flip side of German organisation is outrageous airfares to anywhere from Frankfurt. I can’t say that Brussels impressed me any more on second acquaintance, but the Virgin flight to Rome was cheap, if a little like a flying MacDonalds.

I must say that I have absolutely fallen in love with Rome. My initial experience at the baggage carousel set the tone. To hear ‘Mambo Italiano’ as the call tune on a mobile phone while waiting for my bags really let me know where I was. Then no customs check and a ‘free form’ tax queue where a shout of ‘Eh” and a raised hand was the only effective way to get a cab ahead of every other local, really put me in the mood. The driver was clearly well-versed in Roman driving habits. We shot up the inside lane, through lights that had already turned red when we were 100 metres away, and expressed horror at a pedestrian accident that might well have been caused by my taxi’s twin.

I’d located a smaller hotel right behind the Pantheon, and though I could have just about touched both walls of my room with arms outstretched, I did get a balcony of almost equal size (which was still pretty small) with a great view over the rooftops.

The great thing about Rome is that you walk about 200 metres and there is yet another piece of history. In many ways, the non-tourist bits are even better - precisely because there are no tourists, but plenty of atmosphere and life. And that's the other thing. The city doesn't seem to die at night. It's full of people on their daily passegiata. And the food… 

Much to my amazement, the Italian phone system worked quite well and permitted me to carry on with work – albeit with a rather complex set of cables and connectors disappearing into the phone and power sockets behind my bed. So I now know that I can return for a longer period next time.

Shortly after my return to Phoenix, I took myself off to Vegas again. The latest there is a resurrected Aladdin hotel with a big mall. Needless to say, this one is in ‘Hollywood Casablanca’ style. This comes complete with tropical downpour area, every hour on the hour, a security force that looks a bit like the Iraqi Republican Guard on a good day, and lots of belly-dancers and people dressed up as camels. All a bit bizarre really. Which reminds me of the latest Hollywood thing. Apparently realtors are employing out of work film set-dressers to create an ‘atmosphere’ in houses (big expensive ones) they are trying to sell. One such is the ‘just after a dinner party’ look. By all accounts, this attempt to create a living home from a shell of a house for sale, is producing great results. Say after me – “only in America”…

I had a fairly brief sojourn in Phoenix, trying to create a business environment that can cope with increasing order levels while at the same time remaining ‘scaleable’ as the vernacular has it. In other words, I don’t have the confidence to build something with major overheads as the sales could always go South at a moments notice. But the problem with temporary and part-time arrangements is that they tend to come unstuck with monotonous regularity. Either way, it amuses me somewhat to have felt inadequate when the whole world was raising ridiculous sums for ‘dot-com’ companies, only now to be continuing to make a very adequate living when the press is telling us at every turn that it is absolutely impossible to make money from retailing on the internet. I think they would all benefit from a course in basic accounting…

When I was back home, I was reminded how wired the world is becoming. Some workmen arrived opposite my house and started digging. This in itself was not too remarkable but the total disappearance of phone services shortly thereafter was. So I used my mobile to call US West (who have just renamed to Qwest – probably to stop people like me calling them US Worst). After a commendably speedy arrival of three different trucks full of inspectors it seems that the workmen had ‘cross-wired’ the entire street while trying to put in a simple control box. Now here is the interesting part – the control box is to give every home in my neighborhood access to SIX phone lines. And they told me that all new homes are being wired with 12 lines per home. What for, I asked. Well there is the main line, the business line, the internet line, the back to base alarm line, the line for the satellite or cable system to communicate with its base, and the imminent prospect that my fridge will read items in and out so that the fridge can reorder items for me from my local supermarket, using another line of course…

Traveling as much and as far as I do, I suppose it is not surprising that I have met some very interesting people. One of them came to visit for Christmas which was very agreeable as I would otherwise have been alone. We took some good trips and I managed to get a reminder of age and frailty by twisting my ankle on a trail in Sedona. Fortunately, the hobbling around persisted for only a week and I was able to curry sympathy by using the walking stick I acquired when I really did break things seriously a few years back. I was invited to a New Years party (on the day, not the eve), to watch a football game (American football that is – not soccer). Well I still don’t understand the rules as nobody was capable of explaining them coherently and seemed to have been born with them stencilled on their brain much like their Social Security number. They were all suitably rude about cricket and so I feel justified in saying that American Football seems one of the more mindlessly pointless and boring games around – but then I never was into sports anyway. Fortunately a marked minority of those present were also unimpressed and so we had a great time out of sight of the big screen TV (and the two satellite regular TV’s).

Much of the conversation also centered on the Presidential result. I’m still astounded at how many Americans feel personally insulted by Clinton’s antics and hope for a period of ‘decency’ under George II (or Dubya as he is being headlined – just say it with a Texan accent and think of his middle initial). What alarms me is that in the recent interviews I’ve seen, he can barely string together a coherent sentence, and that in his entire 53 years he has been out of America precisely three times. It’s a worry…
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Well, now to Sydney. The above (assuming you get this message in a format with a picture!) is the view from my computer, taken about 5 minutes ago on my ‘James Bondian’ digital camera. It’s about the size of two penlight batteries and weighs an ounce  or two. Pictures aren’t of conventional quality, but more than adequate for an instant fix onto a computer screen.

I’m in an apartment on the 37th floor of a giant block right in the heart of Kings Cross. For those of you in the know, this is the Soho of Sydney, but before you suspect me of being a drug dealer or running a brothel (both being activities I suspect exist in abundance hereabout), I will say it is extremely convenient to the city, but still has some life and is very  close to where my friends meet. The block of apartments itself is extremely well-run and equipped (with airconditioning which is essential for weak Phoenician sensibilities in February here). 

It’s also very secure – a benefit that was brought home to me when I saw a ride-by bag snatch from a pair of female Japanese tourists in the city today. The thief made his getaway on a mountain bike. Not a great tourist ad for Sydney, I’m afraid, even though many people gathered to give comfort and some actually gave chase. I have always been rather cavalier about personal security in Sydney, but do know that the drug problem gives rise to some pretty desperate crimes. 

So after buying Wendy and another female friend who works late in a none too savory part of town, a small aerosol containing pepper spray, I went back to Walgreens (the US equivalent of Boots) to get some protection for myself. I did know that until recently Walgreens sold guns (they don’t now), but I was still surprised to find right next to the pepper spray, a similarly packaged aerosol containing Tear Gas (nicely emblazoned with the phrase ‘contains military quality CS Tear Gas’). So I now feel highly secure – though illegal, as even pepper spray is regarded in Australia as an offensive weapon. I think I’d rather be safe and in minor trouble than seriously injured and legal! It’s a sad old world really.

I’ve been lazy and let this letter lie for a day. The weather this morning was beautiful and I got way too much sun. I keep forgetting there is a big hole in the ozone layer somewhere over NZ and Antarctica. In consequence, I find I get burned in about half the time here compared to Arizona. But there is not chance of that now as a great semi-tropical storm blew in around 2pm and as of this writing (11pm) is still going strong.
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As I’ve turned to weather, I must has run out of useful things to write and so will bid you all Adieu until July…

