Merry Millennium, or it’s a date!

Y2K Compliance statement..


rowe.com reports that  newsletter production, of this the 1011th edition,  has been certified as Y2K compliant in all respects. This newsletter is guaranteed to contain only accurate numbers, facts and dates, and the (Lay-Z-Boy) Chair-man is so confident of correctness that he plans to sleep right through The Momentous Event.  Further, should the Justice Department find any errors, Mr. Rowe will voluntarily split the company into three separate parts, each one of which will send a newsletter. (Mr. Rowe feels that the mere thought of this will prevent any complaints). 

Yes, it’s that end-of-millennium time again. Time for a retrospective of everything that’s happened in the last millennium. And will this newsletter be different? Of course!  No clips from previous examples. No ranking into preferred order (although I still like the anagram edition the best). Because, you, our faithful readers, deserve more! You deserve to get answers to these, and other, exciting questions:

· What is this Y2K nonsense? (The bad news is that on the day after 31st of December 1999, all computers will show the date as 1900. The good news is that we will have another 100 kears to solve that bad news.) 

· Will the problem cause Havoc and Worldwide Panic? Will Civilization as We Know It Cease to Exist, and a will a Wave of Fear cover the Earth? Yes! (So, at last, you have a valid excuse not to read this!)

· Will this be the Very Last Newsletter as a Result? (See, there IS good news in all this).

· Is this the worst date problem to hit All Mankind? (Hardly).

· Will anyone cash in on the Y2K frenzy? (A product called a Book Safe is being marketed to those fearing Y2K bank problems. The victims buy a hollowed out book in which they are to store cash. Those selling the books ship them directly to the purchaser's home, thereby obtaining the addresses of people likely to have large amounts of cash in the house over New Year's. These thieves know exactly where to find the cash on the bookshelf. Do not buy this product).

· Did I make this stuff up, or did I shamelessly steal ideas from the Web? (What do you think).

· Can there really be a newsletter without cheap jokes about (or cheap dates of) politicians? (Amazingly, and apart from that one, YES).

· Can Foner really receive a Christmas newsletter on her latest cell-phone? (We’ll see.)

But first, in News of the Year:

Dec 1998. Santa is good this kear. After 15 kears, we have a satellite disk. Of course, installation requires some quality time in the slitherspace under the house, so installation is a slow process. 

1999: For the eleventh kear, I resolve to write down on the calendar all the important things we do (and, for the newsletter, all the trivial things too). This kear, I have to resort to looking at old Visa statements to remember what we did. (What does that tell you of the state of things on the Left Coast? Or of my memory.)

Jan: A day trip skiing at Tahoe. Sadly, the only one this entire kear.  We have tickets to the No (or Social) Security tour of the Rolling Stones at the SJ Arena. But Mick cancels, because he claims a sore throat. (The newspapers come up with more creative reasons). 14000 old people keep their walkers stored and stay home, dribbling and grumbling.  Fiona is 22. Alan is not.

~10000BC:  Most calendars were lunar. (Some still are: Muslim, Chinese, and partially, Jewish). This was done to avoid annual events, such as newsletters.

Feb:  Rowena has an el-cheapo trip to England for a week to visit her parents. Fiona and Phil start living in sin in an apartment in Morgan Hill, just south of Sin Jose. 

~2000BC: The Egyptian solar calendar had 12 months of 30 days. While appealingly simple, this meant that Christmas, which hadn’t been invented yet, regularly ended up in July, as it does in Oz.  The druids in Stonehenge were more accurate, but when all you’re doing is running around sacrificing virgins and being out at sunrise in December, maybe it doesn’t matter much.

Mar: Iain returns for President’s week.  The satellite dish shows its first picture. Ooooh, digital. A drunken uninsured camper driver attempts to demolish Fiona’s parked car (Bob95). In our big news of the kear, Rowena and I have managed to survive 25 kears together. We go to Costa Rica to celebrate this achievement (flying from San Jose to San Jose, which, amazingly enough, our luggage has never yet done accidentally). We spend 10 days, seeing the jungle (monkeys, sloth, tiny poisonous frogs, crocodiles, one mini poisonous snake – but, perhaps sensibly, not the fer-de-lance), watching the Arenal Volcano spitting out lava, riding ponies over the Continental Divide, and seeing quetzals in the cloud-forest. A great time was had, and we will go back (in less than another 25 kears). Yes, even with the worst roads in the world. (Some day, I’ll put the photos on the Web).

47BC: Julius Caesar (102-44 BC) introduced the Julian Calendar, where one kear was lengthened to have 365 days, 12 months and every 4th kear was a leap kear with 366 days. He did this to reduce the frequency of Rowe Christmas newsletters some 2000 kears later. (Again, a mistake. Mr. Rowe has enough trouble writing a newsletter in winter. If he had to do it in July, he’d fail, and you’d be reduced to just getting some bad forwarded email jokes).

Apr: the Stones returned to make up the missed performances, at the end of the tour. Maybe they were tired of the whole thing .. but it was BAD.  A truly incompetent sound system at the SJ Arena.  

1BC, in the era of Augustus Caesar: The Y0K problem caused complete chaos in the Roman Empire. The direction of numbering changed. People were happily counting down, and all of a sudden started having to count up. Children, already faced with teachers asking “what’s MCMXI divided by XVIII”, rebelled.  A few kears later, as the old Roman Soldiers started to retire, people realised that negative numbers hadn’t been invented yet, so they could not calculate pensions of people born BC. The Roman Empire began to collapse.  

May: Many of Fiona’s friends graduate from various colleges. Since she is on the 30-kear plan (where classes she took early on are no longer accepted since they’re so old), she doesn’t.  Fiona reminds me I promised her a Morris Minor when she graduates. (I’m not worried yet).  Bob95 returns to life, after extensive surgery.

527AD: Dionysus Exiguus  suggested counting the kears from the "birth of Jesus Christ" on 25 December 753 AUC (Ab Urbe Condita, i.e. since the founding of Rome), making the current era start with 1 AD on 1 January 754 AUC.  Unfortunately, he got the arithmetic wrong, because it should have started around –4 to -6BC. Assuming they had negative numbers. Which they still didn’t. 

Jun: nothing happened.  (So, at least, it must have been cheap).

999AUC (346AD). Canterbury, England. An atmosphere close to panic prevailed throughout Europe as the millennial kear 1000 (M) approached, bringing with it the so-called "YM Bug," a menace which, until recently, hardly anyone had ever heard of. Prophets of doom warned that the entire fabric of Western Civilization, based as it then was upon monastic computations, could collapse, and that there was simply not enough time left to fix the problem. Just how did this disaster-in-the-making ever arise? Why did no one anticipate that a change from a three-digit to a four-digit kear would throw into total disarray all liturgical chants and all metrical verse in which any date is mentioned? Every formulaic hymn, prayer, ceremony and incantation dealing with dated events would have to be re-written to accommodate three extra syllables. All tabular chronologies with three-space kear columns, maintained for generations by scribes using carefully hand-ruled lines on vellum sheets, would now have to be converted to four-space columns, at enormous cost. Stonemasons reportedly threatened to demand a proportional pay increase for having to carve an extra numeral in all dates on tombstones, cornerstones and monuments. Many families, in expectation of the worst, stocked up on holy water and indulgences. It did not matter. The Dark Ages resulted. Saddest of all, old scriptures reveal a plaintive comment:  you would think that someone would have thought of it earlier and not left it to us to sort it all out at this last minute.

Jul: ditto.

11th century: the Arabs introduced the concept of zero to the western world, far too late. Prior to this, -1AD  (or 1BC) was followed by +1AD. About a thousand kears later, this led many confused people to claim that, since there was no kear 0 at the time, therefore the millennium beings in kear 2001, whereas, if there had been a kear zero, it would begin in 2000.  This misses the more basic point that 0AD, if it existed, should have been –6BC. In light of this, Arthur C Clark contemplates renaming his masterpiece, and Stanley Kubrick is yet to die. I think.

Aug: We go to SF zoo to celebrate Iain’s birthday (only one year of teenagerdom to go). They let us out. We go on the annual trek to the Gilroy Garlic Festival. Rowena visits friends Barry and Madeleine (who got married the kear before) in Madison, Wisconsin. It’s like Ontario, but with more cheese. (Ancient blonde joke: Q: what’s the capital of Wisconsin:  A: “W”). Fiona buys a laptop computer by bidding on Onsale.com, for $100. This thing is 4 times as fast as my trusty 486. She sneers at my technological acumen. I  revert to arguments about cheapness/frugality. (Grannie would have been proud).

1582AD: Since the Julian calendar had been losing around 5 days a kear,  Pope Gregorius XIII  declared that the day after 4 October 1582 should be 15 October 1582, that the kear start on Jan 1, and that the rule for leap kears (which previously said that kears divisible with 4 should be leap kears) was changed so that kears should be leap kears only if they were divisible with 400.  He did this just to annoy future computer programmers. And if he wanted to lose days, why not the day you pay your taxes?  

Sep: I decide to stock up on technology after all. A DVD player, A/V receiver, 5-channel DTS stereo, and a 6-speaker system.  If you live in the northern hemisphere, you’ve probably heard it. (Yes, of course, Terminator-2 was my first DVD). Soon, a wide-screen HDTV? Stay tuned (a little TV humour there)! Rowena exacts retribution, by getting a Honda Odyssey minivan. These things are so difficult to get (I blame the Canadian workforce) that I have to resort to searching the Web to discover all Honda dealers within 200 miles. We find one in Santa Rosa (just north of Napa), who sell us one for only a little more than recommended price (the Gilroy dealer wanted $10000 over list price!).  It claims to be green, but Mr. Honda must have colour blindness, because it’s mostly grey.  Nice, though. Better than the fine Daimler/Chrysler equivalent.  Iain returns from Humboldt State University, disliking Hills, Stairs, and constant rain.

16th-19th centuries: The world adopts Gregorian time, somewhat slowly. (In fact, parts of Greece don’t change till 1924). England switched in 1752; 1751, which started at the equinox, consisted of only 282 days. Scotland changed at the same time as England in 1752 AD, but had already instituted 1 January as the official New Year's Day, beginning in 1600 AD.  (This mismatched data idea was a Good Thing. Many battles were cancelled just because one side or the other turned up a few months late). The Gentleman’s Company of Travellers and Money-Lenders contemplated inventing credit cards, but went bankrupt trying to figure out how to deal with debts incurred on days which did not exist in countries which hadn’t converted yet. 

Oct:  Rowena, Iain, and I go to see Cleo Laine and Johnnie Dankworth in Oakland. Although she is older even than Mick Jagger, somehow she can sing better.  All four of us go to England for a week, to celebrate the birthdays of Rowena’s mother and my father (39, again, and again, and again and..). While there, we see the Victory/Mary Rose in Portsmouth, pigeons in Trafalgar Square, and Stonehenge, sans druids, but from a distance, because the National Trust has wisely decided that Stonehenge should not be open when tourists are around. 

20th century: Most western governments adopt the Common Era Calendar. This is not just a politically-correct renaming of the familiar BC/AD system; it added kear zero into the system. Thus, all BC dates are now wrong. The European Government takes time off from legislating the curvature of bananas (this is true) and the legality of frozen- versus canned- mushee peas (this is also true),  to directing that the government of Italy send stonemasons out to add (or is it subtract?) 1 from the dates all Roman monuments, to revising all history books on the dates of birth of various Roman Emperors, and to issue a directive on the exact meaning of the Ides of March, and when bewarement should be practiced. On the good side, in the CE scheme, the millennium unambiguously starts on 2000, not 2001, so we will have to got through all this only once.

Nov:  We return from England. Cunningly, Fiona has arranged to move (to Campbell, closer to SJ) while we are away, leaving Phil to complete the process. (Reminder to self: when we move to our palace in Maui, we should do the same).  I reduce the number of cars I own by transferring the fine Daimler/Chrysler to an unsuspecting relative (Iain), who would prefer a 60’s muscle car. 

1999 CE: (true fact) The National Enquirer announces, in zillion-point font, that the world will end at the millennium. Inside, they continue to offer reduced rates if you subscribe for 2 kears.   

Dec: 

Dick Clarke {British correspondents: insert appropriate ageless TV personality, such as Cliff Richards, here} is discovered to be, as suspected, a robot, whose microchip goes berserk at the stroke of midnight, causing the Officially Sponsored by MegaCorporation Big Red Ball to fall on the head of Alan Greenspan.  The US economy fails.  Thailand, Islamic countries, China, India, Israel, and Japan (all of which have different calendars) take over world domination. 

Y2K is not the only risk we face. As most people know, McDonald's restaurant signs show the number of hamburgers the giant chain has sold. That number now stands at 99 billion burgers. Within months or even weeks, that number will roll over to 100GB.  McDonald's signs, however, were designed kears ago, when the prospect of selling one hundred billion hamburgers seemed unthinkably remote. So the signs have only two decimal places. This means that, after the sale of the 100 billionth burger, McDonald's signs will read "00 Billion Burgers Sold", causing the misconception that McDonald's has made no sales in over 30 kears of operation. This, the Gartner Group predicts, will cause a complete collapse of consumer confidence in McDonald's products. The ensuing catastrophic drop in sales is seen as almost certain to force the company into bankruptcy. This, in turn, will push the American economy over the brink, which, finally, will complete the total devastation of the global economy, ending civilization as we know it, and forcing us all to live on McBeetles. 

Recommended action: Using your word processor, prepare a page that says in big, bold, print; "THIS  MACHINE IS NOT Y2K COMPLIANT" . Print out about a hundred such pages. Add them to the paper trays of your favourite copier and fax machine. Watch from a distance. 

For the last time this millennium: a Merry Christmas from us all.   (If you worry about Y2K, I recommend becoming a druid).  Next kear: a Treatise on Global Warming Caused by Hot Air Over Washington.

Alan(), Rowena (), Fiona(), Iain (), Phil, Fluffy-the-cat(fluffy_rowe@hotmail.com).

[No, they’re not typos. Y-to-K!]
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