11847 E Appaloosa Place

Scottsdale AZ 85259

USA

Monday, May 31, 1999

Athol & Sadie Verdon
3 Rochford Way
 MERGEFIELD Address2 
Cherrybrook NSW 2126
Australia
Dear Athol & Sadie,

Happy Memorial Day to you all. It’s one of those rare US public holidays that everyone gets and so I have a little spare time in which to let you know the news from the not-so-wild West.

Not surprisingly, summer is here. After plenty of “wait and see” action in the weather section of the nightly news, everyone was relieved to find the thermometer had finally passed 100F about a week ago. Since then it’s been on and off with the nightly minimum at about 70F. I must be getting used to it, as it really doesn’t seem that hot to me and I’ve even avoided turning on the patio misting system so far. Having said that, lunch today in the piazza of the pseudo Italian village a short way from here, was rather more pleasant for the shade and the misters…

However, when it comes to pseudo Italian villages, Las Vegas has everywhere beaten. Dorothy, Frank, and Jane may remember when they were there, a hotel called Bellagio was being finished. Well it’s done now, and after a conference in Los Angeles, I drove through the Mojave Desert to Las Vegas to check it out. There was certainly enough preparation as the only radio station receivable across the desert is (the originally named) Mojave Radio. As this drive is the main route from Los Angeles to Las Vegas, all the commercials, which probably outnumber the musical airtime, are aimed at attracting the Vegas visitor to one new sight or another. Bellagio was built by Steve Wynn who revolutionized Vegas when he was the first (and only) person to buy a small tract of land from Howard Hughes whose coporation then owned most of Vegas. His latest venture is a $3billion extravaganza modelled on the Tuscan village of the same name – although I don’t think they have legalized gambling in Tuscany. Strange as it may seem, the main sight from my room was not so much the huge lake with choreographed fountains, but the newly rising Eiffel Tower on the other side of the Strip. This belongs to the newly started Paris casino which will have the Arc de Triomphe next door. Meantime, not to be outdone, Venezia has opened a little further along the Strip with a life sized copy of the campanile from the Piazza San Marco – but no cathedral. They had Sophia Loren open this one. I cannot imagine who they will get to open Paris. Whatever that outcome, the hotels just seem to get grander and more outrageous. I have read that the main reason is a change in marketing for the large casinos. They have found that the family visitor they aimed to attract in the early 90’s does not gamble to any serious extent. So now the aim is to bring in luxury-loving “high rollers”. Certainly the presence of local reincarnations of some of the most outstanding restaurants in the USA is the latest effort by the resorts to reinvent themselves.

Back on the home front, my sole attempt at garden-enhancement appears to be working. I decided I had a bare stretch of wall beside the house and as I love bougainvillea, I decided to get a small one and see if I can persuade it to grow at the same alarming rate as the others I have. I suspect I have mentioned in the past that, pretty as it is, the bougainvillea is not gardener-friendly. It comes equipped with plenty of tough thorns which seem just as lethal even when the plant is small. Add to this, the problems of digging a big enough hole in rock-hard soil and 80F heat, and I pretty quickly began to wonder if I should have asked my gardener (Jose AKA ‘Mike” – he tells me this is because nobody can pronounce Jose) to do it. Anyway, it’s in place now and hasn’t died after a week, so maybe I did all the right things…

Also on the home front, I have indulged my addiction to television and invested in a satellite dish. This may seem a little like overkill in a country where cable gave me 60+ channels, but it’s really the multiple replays on satellite that affords viewing in my timescale which makes it worthwhile. So now I have something like 250 channels and I have finally reached my technological ‘Peter Principle’. The controller is now so complex that I have gone back to relying on the printed channel guide that lands with a 300 page thud every month. I never thought I’d say this, but scanning a couple of pages is easier than scrolling through countless on-screen listings. This is probably why Microsoft have paired with another developer to create a hand-held ‘home controller’ which tries to pull together the control interfaces for everything from VCR to computer to microwave. For my money, it just seems like yet another box to master.

Here’s a good postal story. It seems that the US Postal Service has had to destroy $1million worth of stamps they were about to issue featuring the Grand Canyon. Unfortunately the stamps were captioned ‘Grand Canyon, Colorado’. As anyone with a licence plate in Arizona knows, we are ‘The GrandCanyon State’. One would like to think that the Post Office might have had a better grasp of geography. Incidentally, there is a move afoot in California to put Ronald Reagan’s likeness on every licence plate.

This being the beginning of the summer school vacations, and the USA being the land of marketing, television goes into reruns from June, just as the movie industry starts releasing all the new summer blockbusters. If nothing else, corporations here are extremely good at maximizing their opportunity to relieve citizens of their dollars. Avoiding the Star Wars prequel that seems set to beat all box office records known to man, I went to see A Midsummer Nights Dream which had received very good reviews. It is unadulterated Shakespeare – no messing with the original English, and only a minor nudge into 19thC Tuscany. It was very well done and enjoyable with a superb cast, but I found myself being accentually-challenged by the mix of US and English actors. I would have thought it a pretty tough call for many Americans unused to any daily British input.

They would probably be advised to go out and buy the Bill Bryson book “I’m A Stranger Here Myself” which was published in England about six months ago but has only just made it to the States. He’s an American ex-pat who’s lived in England for some 18 years and wrote a weekly column for one of the Sundays. He’s now back in America, and his observations on rediscovering American life are hilarious. But, better than that, they ring very true to my ear. He reminds me rather of an updated and more sociological Gerald Durrell whom I remember from my younger days.

My business took a dive for a while for all sorts of complex technical reasons but it’s back up again now. I’m off to San Francisco tomorrow to see an Englishman who contacted me and claims he can get finance together for us in order to go public. Strange to relate, I trust him more because he has an English accent – it being a well-known fact that there are no dishonest Englishmen. Internet stocks are getting more sensible, but (to express this in an English context), an internet auction site that has been publicly traded for about a year is currently valued at 10 times Sothebys. I am, however, trying to be sensible about all of this and am reminded of the phrase “there’s many a slip twixt cup and lip”. So, abnormally for me, I’m not spending – or even counting – my chickens before they are running around a farmyard that someone else has bought from me for megabucks!!

Wendy is now helping out with the business – alas only from Sydney. She did, however, make it over here for some work and fun a month or two back, and I may go off to Sydney if I can find any kind of excuse. It’s entirely the wrong time of year there, but the travel bug has me again. The excuse may prove to be ‘memorabilia’. Now, aside from the small coin collection (actually 5 coins) Mum and Dad put together for me when I was but a lad, I’ve never really collected anything, unless you count a few limited edition prints. But it turns out that other people do, and many of them go for sporting or entertainment collectibles. The people I have helping with the office admin know someone in Tucson who is into this and we met a few days ago. It seems this is a very big business. Basically they go to a sports personality and say ‘how much for a thousand signed photos/baseballs/helmets/jerseys/whatever’. The personality says something like ‘$50,000’, and a deal is struck. Now these people have the product and to date, it’s mostly been sold in pretty uninteresting publications looking a little like ‘Exchange & Mart’ if that still exists. Nobody seems to have seriously discovered the internet as a selling tool, and so we agreed to put something together for them. Then I got to looking around and realized that this exists in Australia and England (just substitute football (soccer) for football (American) or football (Aussie Rules), and so it goes). So my putative trip to Australia may centre on a product I know nothing about except that we can (probably) sell it to some of the 30,000 people a day who visit our web site (I hope).

Well, I’d best go pack for San Francisco. It will have to be a suitcase affair as the US airlines have finally stopped passengers taking all their worldly possessions on as carry-on baggage. In order to defuse a potentially huge conflict, they have adopted the crude but effective method of welding a metal plate at the entry to all the security baggage belts before you enter the gate area. If your bag will not pass through the regulation sized slot in the metal plate, then you have to go back and check it in. Of course this has led to some rather odd marketing ploys. Continental Airlines have actually increased the size of their in-cabin storage bins and so are suing Delta in Atlanta where the latter have the metal slot system and are thus preventing Continental passengers from carrying their full allowance of space. Only in America.

Actually the real goody in that vein is the recent case brought by a woman against Disneyland. It seems she was mugged in a car park when with her sons. They were taken “backstage” for assistance and her sons witnessed Goofy and Mickey Mouse removing their costume heads and revealing they are nothing more than humans – shock horror. She sued Disney not for her injuries in the car park but for the “mental pain and suffering” suffered by her sons due to the revalations about Goofy. Very pleased to report that she lost, so maybe there is some sense in the world…

