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11847 E Appaloosa Place

Scottsdale AZ 85259

Tel: +1 602 614 5209

E-mail: simv@pobox.com

28th April 1997

Mr & Mrs C Verdon
Freshfield
Roundwood Avenue
Hutton, Brentwood
Essex CM13 2NG

England

I was very flattered to be asked to join the letter-writing round as a regular contributor. So much so that this is probably the first thing I’ve done on a precise schedule for some time. One of the advantages of working for yourself is that you broadly do things when you want. The disadvantage seems to be that there is never enough time to do everything you want. 

[Of course, I now know that Frank no longer has a fax connection, so I cannot impose on him and actually have to mail the letters – shock horror! That’s no problem but it makes all my scheduling go out of the window. Oh well, the best laid plans, etc, etc.]
So I’m sitting here with my coffee on a warm Sunday morning contemplating what the weather will do today. Actually it’s not too much of a trial as it is totally sunny. They said yesterday that we’d seen the last of the 80F weather and I thought “Oh, no – I wanted to get some sun tomorrow”. But what they meant was that it will get into the 90’s for the remainder of the week. Believe it or not, I actually do miss the rain… as long as it’s not too much or too often.

As you probably know I spent January to March in Sydney. People have, not surprisingly, taken to asking me where I prefer to live, and my simple answer is that I like Australians a great deal for their direct good-nature, but as for the place, I'd have to vote for Phoenix. And before it occurs to you to wonder, England is now such a dim memory to me, and so changed whenever I return, that I have a hard time seeing it as anything other than past history. But as for the future - who knows? Maybe age will reduce my wanderlust. I recently heard that “home” is wherever people understand you. On that basis, I think Australia must still be nearest to home. But the country seems to me to have lost its way.

Appropriately enough, tomorrow is Anzac Day down under. Australia is the only country I know that remembers its wars by celebrating one of the greatest losses. Of course at that time nobody questioned why Australians should be shipped to Turkey to fight in an essentially European war. That was how Australians saw themselves – independent, but still very much part of England. As time went on and the British Empire vanished, Australia didn’t fit in. I know that many were very offended when Britain joined the EEC and stopped doing so much with Australia. While I’ve been there, successive governments have flirted with the idea of being an Asian country. This despite the clear attitude of many neighbours (notably Indonesia and Malaysia) that Australia most emphatically is not. Asian immigration has been at high levels, especially with the impending changes in Hong Kong and I was told by many people this trip that the only areas of business not in recession are those selling to the new immigrants. But the biggest problem at present is the lack of assimilation such that Sydney seems a foreign country to many long time residents. The unfortunate and inevitable result is the formation of a new political party from the centre right, based in Queensland, which wants to stop all immigration (and repatriate people for all I know). So sensible debate gets polarised and many feel they will be branded racist if they even suggest that Australia may be close to Asia but doesn’t want to be Asian. Unfortunately, it doesn’t really know what it wants to be.

Is this, I wonder, anything like the Europe debate going on in England? By the time this reaches you, it seems you will be governed by the most right wing Labour Party ever. I wonder what they have in store…

On a personal note, I continue to fail to get Wendy to live here. She has good reasons, and as I always point out, I’m the oddity who ups sticks and moves country every decade. But it still makes for a lonely life – and expensive telephone calls. Hopefully, she will be over for a couple of weeks in May when I go to Andalucia for a brief holiday (one advantage of travelling so much is that the airlines give you many, many points which convert into free long-distance air tickets!).

Just saw a TV programme on the “Making of Volcano”. This is the latest disaster movie (directed by an Englishman) where Los Angeles is consumed by lava (actually I don’t think they are seriously suggesting there is a volcano in LA). Or as the ad’s have it “The coast is toast”. These Americans have such a gift for the crass use of English. And as for their measures… It’s strawberry season and I just heard an ad for a “half flat” of strawberries. A what? Well it turns out a half flat is 6 pints. Sounds great until you contemplate how to convert solid strawberries to a liquid measure. I suppose you just go and look at how many there are on the flat.

While I remember, I must mention that I will actually be in England from Thursday 9th October until the following Tuesday. I’m seeing an old university friend who suddenly started corresponding out of nowhere a month ago, and also trekking to see Frank and Jane because we may end up doing some book business together, but I will honestly try to get around to everyone if at all possible. I also hope to be back for Frank and Jane’s wedding. 

My university friend was very close at the time but she and I didn’t keep up much of a correspondence after that (about once every 5 years). So it’s all the more amazing to find how easy it has been to start up again – and she has e-mail (wonder of wonders). From a rather iconoclastic beginning (I think Mum and Dad found her rather revolutionary – though of course the attitudes giving rise to that label in the late 60’s would hardly raise an eyebrow now), she seems to have followed an establishment course and is now a college lecturer/JP/etc with 4 children, the oldest of whom is in his 20’s. I’m looking forward to seeing how much we still have in common.

I’ve just heard a very sorry story from my cousin Irene. While they were visiting their son in New York, their apartment in St Johns Wood burned to the ground on New Years Day. It’s not something you really expect to ever happen and it must be the loss of personal belongings which hits hardest. They seem to be taking it stoically but even so…

My plans for the year are a little more set now as people came to look at the house when it was being rented in January-March with the result that it has been taken for the months of January to April 1998 by one couple (who also wanted it for the same period in 1999, but I can’t think that far ahead). My thoughts are to rent somewhere in the States for January (maybe in San Francisco), come over for Frank and Jane’s wedding and then proceed to Australia for two months. I discovered in January-March that I can run my business from anywhere in the world but there are unexpected problems. The biggest, perhaps not surprisingly, is that all non-US enquirers assume the company could be anywhere and send faxes or e-mail which can be answered at leisure. Americans, with their standard “world stops at the Hudson” attitude, call in about 50% of the time and get upset if there’s no mechanism to give them instant answers. Not an unreasonable expectation, really, but one which is not part of my original business model. I’ll just have to hope I get big enough to afford an employee to cover that – at present I employ someone part time to do the book despatching only.

When I reflect on all your many and varied hobbies, I suppose I have to conclude that work is my major hobby. That’s probably why I work for myself, but on occasions, it does seem rather too much like work and rather too little like fun. The Internet aspect of it fascinates me, though. I know that it is only now beginning to appear in Australia and probably the UK, but here it is universal. There is hardly a television ad which doesn’t have an internet address and it’s my first port of call for all the information you’d have had to fight to get in the past – like who’s playing in concert where, what the road conditions are like in Yosemite after the disastrous 100-year flood they had last autumn, what one US$ will buy in £ sterling. As you can see, I’m addicted.

But when I want a really revolutionary view of the near future, I read a very fast-growing technology magazine called “Wired”. The latest news is the demise of printed paper. They say (MIT actually) that within two years they will have perfected a product which will be like a sheet of paper about the thickness of a magazine cover which will have electronic ink (and computing power) built in for about 20cents a page. So it will look blank until you plug it into (say) your computer, or your phone line. The instructions sent to it will instantly “print” the page (or set of pages bound together), and you have an instant book/magazine/newspaper. But it’s re-usable, so tomorrow you take the same electronic paper, wipe it clean, and load up the next day’s news. I know it sounds clutzy, but think of the saving in trees, transport, waste. And to cap it all, they say they can built a radio receiver into the paper so you will be able to get constantly updated messages, news, whatever, wherever you are. Well, that’s the sort of thing that excites me anyway. Probably makes me the walking definition of a nerd if I think about it…

I continue to exercise. Actually, I’m not sure I mentioned this before, but I decided that I wasn’t going to be taken out by cardio-vascular problems – or at least not for want of trying. So I joined a health club and to my total amazement, I have actually kept up a 3 times a week regime of treadmill and weight machines. It hasn’t done much for my weight but since they reassuringly tell you that muscle weighs more than fat, maybe there is some exchange going on. On occasions, the exercise is reluctant, but I always end up feeling much better for it. The health club is fortunately free of too many muscle-bound giants, so I don’t feel out of place!

Well, I’m now off to practice my culinary skills with a Thai beef salad.

Hope this finds you very fit and well,

