Xmas 2010

It's tough to make predictions, especially about the future
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Apology section
1. We regret to disappoint all our regular reader who was expecting an autographed copy of my book, as discussed in last year’s edition. The book was written, but came to only 70pp, so it is waiting a rewrite with appropriate padding. 
2. We regret that this year, the recent annual quiz
 has been cancelled
. Times are tough, and this action, although painful, will help leave a far better legacy for our grandchildren. Instead, we predict a letter with predictions
. No, not the obviously silly how-could-they-believe-that ones
, but the ones that came true. (It’s harder, you know).  And not the tenuous  “if you look at it squinty-eyed, he might have meant that” sort by the various psychics (even Nostradamus might be in that category
), or the Paul the Octopus/Punxsutawney Phil kind,  but the obviously it-really-did-happen how-did-he-know-that kind. 
Jan:  Hail in SJ. This may not impress many of you, but for us, it’s unusual.  This is followed by the concurrent arrival of the biggest storm of the season (unless the current one wins, which it might) and niece Rebecca.  (“It never rains in California, but girl, don't they warn ya? It pours, man, it pours”). Poor Rebecca never gets out the house. Still, she does get to see water running down the pillar inside the house, and notes that the City of San Jose has nothing better to do than to give parking tickets to the man who comes to fix the leak in the said biggest storm of the year.   
"The improved 'limitless-distance' telephone [telelectroscope] was presently introduced, and the daily doings of the globe made visible to everybody, and audibly discussable too, by witnesses separated by any number of leagues." 
   Mark Twain  ‘From the London Times of 1904’ (1898)

Feb: The greenhouse is officially finished, with its hand-crafted nameplate from Iain. (It has yet to contain a plant). Work restarts on the bocce court; the railroad ties/sleepers have been lying around for a couple of months waiting forlornly for good weather.

“An artificial satellite at the correct distance from the earth would remain stationary above the same spot and would be within optical range of nearly half the earth’s surface”.
 Arthur C. Clarke ‘Extra-Terrestrial Relays’ (1945)

Mar: I am sent, at ½ hour notice, and hence missing a really great meal, to Guelph, Ont, to appease a particularly angry customer.  Did you know that the Province of Ont has a gigantic building full of who-knows-what records on who-knows-who. Where is wikileaks.ca when you need it? Also to the annual trade show in Vegas, which retains its own quiet understated charm. (Or not).  
“Then he turned to the square apparatus and examined that. He opened a sort of lid and found one of the double cylinders within, and on the upper edge a little stud like the stud of an electric bell. He pressed this and a rapid clicking began and ceased. He became aware of voices and music, and noticed a play of colour on the smooth front face. He suddenly realised what this might be, and stepped back to regard  it. On the flat surface was now a little picture, very vividly coloured, and in this picture were figures that moved. Not only did they move, but they were conversing in clear small voices.”
 H. G. Wells in ‘When The Sleeper Wakes’ (1899)
Rowena’s mother dies. (While I am away).
Apr:  Rowena, me, Fiona, and Niamh travel to her Remembrance Service, which was very nice, considering. We also visit my mother for the last time in her house near Leicester, because after 30-something years, she is moving back to Bonnie Scotland.  We also stay with nephew Gordon and then-preggo Lucy, and NM rode the carousel in Hyde Park with her cousin Evie (one of many carousels this year). We escape 25 minutes before the volcano with the big long name closes LHR for a week (Whew!).
 “Their historical records have also become available. Those records - folios and tapes and playable discs of platinum alloy, resistant indefinitely even to Eddore's noxious atmosphere..”
 EE ‘Doc’ Smith in 'Triplanetary' . (1934)
May: We visit Iain and Cheryl in SLO-town and go to the local car show, where I want a XK120. NM sits in the Buick Beast.  As you know, during Reconstruction, A Certain Person made me throw out my recliner, but I get a new one.  Giant and leathery.  Favourite Auntie Joan dies in Canada, aged 95. We go to the funeral .. but the plane is delayed and we miss the connection and stay overnight in Chicago.. and miss the service. This was not a good day. Still, we see Heather and the brood, now all grown up.
 “Seldon removed his calculator pad from the pouch at his belt. Men said he kept one beneath his pillow for use in moments of wakefulness. Its gray, glossy finish was slightly worn by use.”
 Isaac Asimov, 1951.

Jun: The bocce court is beta-tested with a neighbourhood tournament, which I win, unless you ask others who also claim that fame. 

“They went to the living room; Jill sat at his feet and they applied themselves to martinis. Opposite his chair was a stereovision tank disguised as an aquarium; he switched it on, guppies and tetras gave way to the face of the well-known Winchell Augustus Greaves."
 Robert Heinlein 'Stranger in a Strange Land' (1961).

Jul: We go to visit the inlaws in Carmel for 4th July. France increases champagne production. Our regular reader knows that friend Darci will do anything to get a mention in this epistle. She has used bribes (chocolate cherries, which are accepted in clear violation of the Xmas Letter Corrupt Practices Act), but this year she does better. She officiates at the Santo Alana Bocce Grand Opening, complete with the holy pickaxe and small assistant dancing girl. You can observe this on your local youtube: search for Darci and Bocce.  [Darci : Next year has to be better still].
A spaceship called Columbia, made of aluminium, and with a crew of 3, took off from Florida, landed on the moon, splashed back down in The Pacific, and was recovered by the US Navy.  While in space, "They felt that weight was really wanting to their bodies. If they stretched out their arms, they did not attempt to fall. Their heads shook on their shoulders. Their feet no longer clung to the floor of the projectile”. Jules Verne, 1865.

Aug:  In an unusual moment (once every 20 years), I buy a new car : this one is a Miata. It’s like an MG but without the legendary MG reliability.  Yes, it is a convertible, yes it does have a power roof,  leather seats (heated), paddle shifters, and yes, it is a third- (the MG being the second-) childhood kind of thing. The annual old car show at Laguna Seca.  Did you know that in a Bugatti, the two most important gauges are a rev counter and.. a clock? Ah, ze French. We buy a new TV – only 60”. It is good that the price has dropped greatly over the last two years. The TV requires new furniture. It is sad to note that the price of furniture has not dropped. 
Men had learned “ how to set up some atomic degeneration in the heavy elements.. Hence limitless energy”.  And "In the map of nearly every country of the world three or four or more red circles, a score of miles in diameter, mark the position of the dying atomic bombs and the death areas that men have been forced to abandon around them. Within these areas perished museums, cathedrals, palaces, libraries, galleries of masterpieces and a vast accumulation of human achievement, whose charred remains lie buried, a legacy of curious material that only future generations may hope to examine."
 The World Set Free, by HG Wells, 1913.  

Sep: Rowena goes on her usual annual trip to the Sierras.  While Fiona and Tim go to a wedding in Maryland, we are left to look after a two-year old for 4 days, which is more exhausting second time around. We go to the zoo. We survive. 
“The telescreen received and transmitted simultaneously. Any sound that Winston made, above the level of a very low whisper, would be picked up by it, moreover, so long as he remained within the field of vision which the metal plaque commanded, he could be seen as well as heard. There was of course no way of knowing whether you were being watched at any given moment. How often, or on what system, the Thought Police plugged in on any individual wire was guesswork. It was even conceivable that they watched everybody all the time. But at any rate they could plug in your wire whenever they wanted to. You had to live -- did live, from habit that became instinct -- in the assumption that every sound you made was overheard, and, except in darkness, every movement scrutinized”
 George Orwell ‘1984’ (1949)

Oct:  Another trade show, in Dallas. Is it better than Vegas?  Hard to tell, since we only ever see the inside of a convention center and a hotel. In a sad moment, I sell the trusty 1989 Acura (252K miles) to my new friend José. The transaction takes longer than usual because the DMV has to find the form they use when the buyer of a car does not have a driving license. (I did not ask if he had insurance).  As you, gentle reader, know, I am A Storage Professional™, and therefore I conscientiously take backups of everything important, like taxes, newly authored books, etc, so that when the disk dies, I am Protected™.  Except I didn’t.  [After much pain, it was all recovered]. 
“When he tired of official reports and memoranda and minutes, he would plug in his foolscap-size newspad into the ship’s information circuit and scan the latest reports from Earth. One by one he would conjure up the world’s major electronic papers…Switching to the display unit’s short-term memory, he would hold the front page while he quickly searched the headlines and noted the items that interested him. Each had its own two-digit reference; when he punched that, the postage-stamp-size rectangle would expand until it neatly filled the screen and he could read it with comfort. When he had finished, he would flash back to the complete page and select a new subject for detailed examination…” 
 Arthur C Clarke, 2001  (1968)
Nov:  On the Big Trip of the year, we (Rowena, me, Fiona, Tim, Niamh) visit Oz for the wedding of nephew Neil and his stalker, the lovely Teresa. Using this as an excuse, we go to Sydney, Fraser Island by Brisbane, Cairns (Great Barrier Reef; Tim dives), Uluru, Kangaroo Island on the south, and back to the Yarra Valley for the kilted event.  We see kangaroos, a dingo (“no pet dingo!”, she has learned) , koalas, possums, no cassowaries, no camels, no echidnas, no wombats, a teeny crocodile (“it’ll eat you”, with great delight). Sadly(, we miss the US election, but less sadly, we still have to put up with the preceding weeks of advertising nonsense. 
 While we are away, Iain has a “spinal pacemaker” installed in his back, to counter the mysterious leg pains he’s been having for way too long. Seems to be working – cross fingers. On the return from Oz, we visit the inlaws in their winter house in Palm Desert, having a late Thanksgiving there. 
 “It consists of a reservoir of thick iron plates, in which I store the air under a pressure of fifty atmospheres. This reservoir is fixed on the back by means of braces, like a soldier's knapsack. Its upper part forms a box in which the air is kept by means of a bellows, and therefore cannot escape unless at its normal tension.. two india rubber pipes leave this box and join a sort of tent which holds the nose and mouth; one is to introduce fresh air, the other to let out the foul, and the tongue closes one or the other according to the wants of the respirator.
 Jules Verne in '20,000 Leagues Under The Sea' (1875)

Dec:  Back to the old routine. Work. Using Oz as a reason why we are late for everything (we always are, but it’s good to have an excuse).  Killing a tree (today).  Creating the Xmas card (today).  Finishing this (today).  Maybe.  ....continued a week later..  I have the flu, like last year. We predict a good 2011. A Big Wedding, and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        of the Heir. (Oh yes, and Prince what’s-is-face is doing one too).  A full report in Eleven.   A+R 
 Final
 quote from my HG Wells research: “The uglier a man's legs are, the better he plays golf. It's almost a law”. You know who you are. 
� Variously attributed to Yogi Berra, Sam Goldwyn, Mark Twain, Niels Bohr, and Groucho. 


� If you still want the quiz, just ask after every sentence, “what is he babbling about now?”


� Footnotes have not been cancelled. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_C._Clarke" \o "Arthur C. Clarke" \t "_blank" �Arthur C. Clarke� formulated the following this law of � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prediction" \o "Prediction" \t "_blank" �prediction�: When a distinguished but elderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost certainly right; when he states that something is impossible, he is probably wrong. 


� Oh, but there are so many classics:


“Everything that can be invented has been invented”. US patent office, 1899;  “Remote shopping, while entirely feasible, will flop - because women like to get out of the house, like to handle merchandise, like to be able to change their minds”. TIME, 1966; “There will never be a bigger plane built” - Boeing, after the first flight of the 247, a twin engine plane that holds ten people;”computers in the future may have only 1,000 vacuum tubes and weigh only 1.5 tons”. Popular Mechanics, March 1949; “Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible; X-rays will prove to be a hoax; Radio has no future; Wireless [telegraphy] is all very well but I'd rather send a message by a boy on a pony! “ Lord Kelvin, Scottish mathematician and physicist (at Glasgow Univ), president of the British Royal Society, 1895;”We will find WMDs in Iraq” Bush, Cheney, Franks, et al.


� Although, since Nostradamus almost always concealed his meanings in anagrams, symbolism, and mythological allusions, you have to like him. Did he write Xmas letters?


� Skype. The internet. [Take that!, Al Gore] Facebook.. 


� Geosynchronous satellites. 


� The iphone. The “clear voices” part was a failure, but then who could predict the capabilities of ATT. 


� CD/DVDs


� The pocket calculator


� The screensaver. A fish one! Surely not!


� Atomic energy, fusion, radioactive fallout, and the “atomic bomb” (Wells’ term). The book was read in 1932 by Szilard, sent to Einstein,  and to Roosevelt who eventually started the Manhattan project.  


�  Video Surveillance. Yes. That is what I do now. I am one of Big Brother’s minions.


�He called it a newspad. We call it an iPad. Take that!, Steve Jobs.


� Alice: ”Of all the silly nonsense, this is the stupidest tea party I've ever been to in all my life.”


� Scuba. Made real by Cousteau, ~1940.


� And why nothing from Leonardo?  Because he didn’t predict, he invented. Like Scuba (maybe JV read about it), submarines, robot armies, cluster bombs, helicopters, planes, death rays , tanks, machine guns. 
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