11847 E Appaloosa Place

Scottsdale AZ 85259

USA

Tuesday 10th July 2001
Athol & Sadie Verdon
3 Rochford Way
 MERGEFIELD Address2 
Cherrybrook NSW 2126
Australia
Dear Athol & Sadie,

I do have to start with a serious apology for being so late with this letter. I’ve been trying to think of a really stunning excuse, but the truth is a combination of my travel plans and a build-up of work have conspired to make me late. I was in Australia until 3rd. My trip back was just about the fastest ever at 19 hours door to door, but that period generates an awful backlog in regular work which I just had to bring up to date. Of course my cunning plan was to write this on the plane where they have now installed power sockets for computers (even though they illogically still require a power brick). But I just went off to sleep for about 10 hours. In fact I sleep longer on planes than at home…

United Airlines are being rather pleasant to me at present. Most of my flying is free or upgraded using points I earn from my credit card. As this pays for all business purchases, it takes me about 3 months to ‘earn’ a free business class return to Australia. When I last flew down under, I decided to treat myself and got a free first class ticket. This now really is the way to go as long as you are not with a companion. The seats are now set out in a sort of staggered herringbone pattern which means there are hardly any 2x2 sets. Great if you are alone or feeling like Howard Hughes. Not so good if you like a little conversation with your dinner – and I have indeed met people on the flight with whom I am still in contact. But the real winner is that the press of a button turns the whole seat into a 6 foot flat bed. And they give you a comforter(US term)/eiderdown(UK term)/doona(Aussie term). My flight to Australia was, however, delayed by 15 hours and we overnighted in a hotel at United’s expense. They gave out some informal looking apology cards which they invited us to to mail in for a gift. I nearly didn’t bother, but in the end I did drop it in the mail. Imagine my surprise to receive a $500 travel voucher for ticket purchase – especially considering my original delayed ticket was totally free as I got it on points. Anyway, I’m certainly not complaining.

This letter just has to continue with a lament over my increasing years.

I arrived back in Phoenix last month (after the previous trip) and my cleaner, who is also a good friend, delivered the mail which she had been clearing from my box. She had deliberately placed an invitation mailing some way into the pile and then took herself off the await the explosion… You see I have been invited to join the AARP (the American Association of Retired Persons). It seems that anyone over 50 is eligible and this is a state in which I shall find myself in a little over a month. Boy, that really did make me feel old. I think my pride will force me to reject the benefits of membership. I just cannot bring myself to owning up by presenting a membership card at the movie theater or wherever.

But it didn’t cause as much hilarity generally amongst my friends as a bout of gout did. Now there is a much-underrated ailment. My only comfort was the knowledge that gout has been described as ‘the disease of princes and geniuses’. As I’m not a prince, I must be quite bright, otherwise I wouldn’t have caught it! It arrived totally out of the blue one morning and lasted for 6 rather unpleasant weeks. The problem with controlling it is that certain foods are bad news, but there appears to be no rhyme or reason in what is proscribed (I do not comprehend what anchovies and peas have in common, aside from the difficulty of getting either to stay on a fork). I thought I had it licked, but it has started to come back in minor form over the past few weeks and I now suspect it may be triggered by the dehydration that goes with air travel. As nothing will make me give up travel, I guess I’ll just have to keep taking the concentrated cherry extract tablets which (possibly apocryphally) are supposed to hold the symptoms at bay.

Leading on from the gout, I was taking a break in Vegas around Easter, and stayed at the Venetian. This is a rather plush place with a huge spa facility, so I decided to experiment with an Ayurvedic massage (Indian scented oils and stuff). After the massage they packed me off to the steam room and I imagine I was pretty slippery when I exited. Now because of the gout, I had not taken the little sandals they give you and of course I fell over pretty resoundingly. I didn’t think too much damage had been done until I noticed the blood… But even then a cursory examination revealed a bump on the elbow, so I applied a sticking plaster and went back to my room. I did some work, went to the mall, and then decided I’d better work off some of the meals, so returned to the spa for a workout. On reflection this was probably the last straw for my elbow and I started bleeding pretty impressively. They called the medics and only then did I bother to look hard and find my elbow was the size of a tennis ball with a major gash in it (down to the bone as I subsequently discovered). I got iced, bandaged and packed off to a medical center where they berated me for waiting 6 hours. As a result of the delay they would not stitch the wound, which they said would otherwise have taken 8 stitches, and instead they ‘approximated’ it. The good news is that nothing was broken and it healed quite quickly. As my local GP put it ‘I am optimistic for a favorable cosmetic outcome’ which in plain English means the scar isn’t too bad…

Now, I am drawing a rather long bow here, but my elbow had me eating simple food and it was one such French Stick sandwich that ruined my front teeth. I won’t bore you with the gruesome details. Suffice to say I shall soon be sporting a big bridge with about the value of a small car and gold content equal to the reserves of a small nation. But this was all accomplished in remarkably short order and with much technology, courtesy of the capitalist medical system one finds in these parts. The only annoyance is how little my health insurance covers (about 10% of the cost).

I have been doing quite a bit of traveling to Australia of late. I was there in February, April, and again in June. There were reasons, but I’m sorry to say they have now gone away.

On my last trip back, I was sitting next to an ex Daily Mirror journalist who has had a history similar to mine (UK/Aus/USA). He is married to an American and has his home in Chicago, but I sensed he was as much a ‘stateless person’ as I am. The conversation I had with him reminded me of one a few months earlier with a very good friend in Sydney. In essence it usually begins with a rather innocuous ‘so where is home for you’ comment.

The problem is that I can see good and bad in every place I’ve lived (except Hong Kong which was just too crowded and frantic). I find the American ‘go-getting’ attitude very refreshing. Of course it results in good service and lots of things to amuse, but it is also very stimulating if you are committed to business as I am. On the other hand, theirs really is an alien culture, and while it was truly fascinating at the beginning to be asked to speak just so someone could admire my accent, that is now becoming rather stale. In Phoenix at least, it is proving difficult to find people with broad life experiences, and indeed with broad-minded attitudes. In contrast, Australia has plenty of those, and is still where most of my friends live. But the political climate, the isolation, and the ‘near enough is good enough’ attitude drives me crazy after about a month of exposure. Why does the media in Australia have to be so fixated with politicians – it just gives them an opinion of themselves which is way out of step with their role as servants of the people. I also have to say that I see some real problems brewing on the multicultural front. This may seem odd, given all the problems in the USA (I do live in a walled enclave, after all), but recent experiences in England show that the appearance of peace and harmony can quickly turn into violence, given the wrong circumstances. As for England, the weather alone would drive me away, but I am indebted to a documentary on Australians abroad, for providing me with a neat phrase for what appeals there. The interviewee was a long-standing UK resident who was a senior journalist at The Times. He commented that he could get better interviews because most of the British establishment didn’t know where he fitted in and regarded him as an ignorant colonial. But he did say that what he missed every time he left England was the ‘intellectual debate’. And I know exactly what he means. This inclination to argue the case and thus to exercise ones mind is something that is much more prevalent in England than anywhere else – and I do seriously miss it. So all I need is a large group of British-educated Australians who now live in Scottsdale to make me satisfied here.

And so I shall probably bounce around the world for a few more years at least (until the gout forces me into permanently Hogarthian postures). In this context, I currently have two partially used international tickets and may be about to book another trip – but more of that next time. I can definitely say that I am returning to Rome in October after the Frankfurt Book Fair and will be joined there by someone I did meet on a flight last year. In rather insular American fashion, I believe she is looking for a chaperone to protect her from the lecherous Italians, but I am very happy to have company in such a beautiful city. After that I will progress to Bangkok (and maybe somewhere exotic from there), and then on to Sydney. I am currently trying to rent my home over Christmas as I would like to follow the sun to Sydney, but it may not be possible to find anyone at this late stage. When I read this, I do seem to have quite a varied life – something of which I probably need to remind myself more often…

Just to end on one of those ‘ only in America’ notes, I have mention Sheriff Joe Arpaio of Maricopa County (self-proclaimed ‘toughest sheriff in the West’). He has little sympathy for prisoners and rather than build new jail facilities, has a tent city jail outside Phoenix. Consider being housed in a tent in 115F heat… Anyway, he has a taskforce to track down and prosecute anyone who abuses animals. As a result at any given time, there are many animals in his care until they are found homes. As he sees them as innocent victims, he has kicked prisoners out of the jail buildings and into tents. He now has the human convicts in tents and the animals in the jail cells. He claims that he spends $2 a day to feed the animals and just 50cents a day to feed the humans. And finally, he has turned off all power in the human-occupied jail buildings from dawn to dusk in order to save money. So the prisoners have no cooling, no TV, no entertainment. The ACLU has yet to complain…

I do hope this finds you all well. If I do get to England for more than 24 hours I promise to try to visit…
