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Gentle Reader,

It’s been an exciting few days here in London.  A walk along Bond 
Street and a visit to Harrods reveals that London has a very nice 
line  in the recycling of petrodollars:  On Bond Street  Ferraris 
drag race with Porches (only to the next traffic light, but with 
much sound and, perhaps even some fury, it’s hard to tell.)  Many 
of the fancy cars have licence plates from Dubai and Saudi Arabia. 

Harrods is jam packed with the rich from all over the world, 
jostling elbows and spending  extraordinary sums.  What a far 
cry from the quiet boys’ department that used to furnish Jeff and 
Mark with trunks and their Stokehouse school uniforms.  The 
Arab women wear costumes that range from the desperately 
modern to the medieval.  We saw one woman with a device that 
looked like a chastity belt in her mouth.

The city is even more polyglot than it was when we were last here 
two years ago.  We have heard French, Spanish, Russian, Arabic, 
Dutch, Japanese, Chinese, and a number of languages we can’t 
even begin to identify.

Melinda had a bit of a dental emergency - in spite of being 
assured by her dentist at home that everything was OK two days 
before we left.  We found a very nice oral surgeon who seems to 
have a thriving practice working Saturday and Sunday.  There are 
advantages to a big city.  (Photo of Baker Street Dental Clinic 
attached.)

Today (Sunday) Melinda was still feeling the after effects of dental 
surgery so she stayed in town and went to the Victoria and Albert 
(a fashion exhibition, no less) while I made the trek by tube, train, 
bus, and foot to Downe House, where Darwin wrote the Origin of 
the Species.  The house is in the North Downs and is still surrounded 
by farmland (just).  The ground floor has been restored to much 
the condition it was in when Darwin lived there and the gardens 
are beautiful.  The most intriguing fact was that Darwin played 
two games of backgammon with his wife Emma, every day, and 
kept meticulous records of the score.  He also enjoyed playing 
billiards with his butler.

Enough for now.  We leave for St. Petersburg at 5:45 tomorrow 
morning (ouch).

If you would rather not be burdened with further missives like 
this one, just use the “unsubscribe” link - I won’t be offended, or, 
perhaps, even notice :)

Bill

Letter from London August 14, 2007
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August 14, 2007Letter from St. Petersburg

Amerikanski!

St. Petersburg is a truly spectacular city.  You have all seen pictures 
of the palaces lining the Neva river.  The reality exceeds anything 
the photographs can convey.  The buildings stretch for as far as 
the eye can see.  They line both banks of the river and hydrofoils 
and other craft buzz around the harbor.  Everything has been 
freshly painted and gilded for the city’s 300th anniversary in 2003.  
Behind the surface beauty lies a story of communist neglect and 
decay.  The interiors of many of the buildings are sometimes little 
more than rubble.  The electric wiring is often on the outside of 
the building and occasionally you even find buildings wired to 
the street lamps in the best Indian style.  (Attached picture is from 
the rear of a beautifully-restored building in the Peter and Paul 
Fortress.)

After giving this some thought we’ve decided that the city’s 
planners have taken exactly the right tack:  Fix the roof and paint 
the facade and leave the interior to sort itself out.  In another 
100 years or so private interests should have restored and put 
into use at least a large fraction of the huge store of available 
space.  Anything else would simply be impossibly expensive and 
impractical.  Anything less would lead to further decay.

St. Petersburg is also the city of weddings:  We saw at least 10 
today.  (We have yet to check whether today was a special day for 
weddings.)  The wedding parties are all small - 20 people perhaps 
- and are to be seen out in the streets having their pictures taken.  
The bride and groom are invariably dressed to the hilt, and a 
stretch limousine is to be seen lurking around the corner.  We 
surmise that the dresses are rented.  At one point we saw a queue 
of wedding parties outside an official looking building, perhaps 
this was the city office where you actually get married - we don’t 
know!

The English translations  on signs are almost as good as the ones 
in China.  Our favorites today were: “Off the grass” and “Don’t 
sit dangerously.”

Bill
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Dearly Beloved,

Today was a great day for our monastery.  One hundred years ago, 
when the Soviets were coming to defile our treasures our brothers 
took down the bells and carried them out to sea, where they 
buried them for safekeeping.  Sadly the last brother who knew 

the location of the bells died before 
the opportunity came to restore them 
to their proper place.  Now, however, 
thanks to President Putin, we have 
a new set of 29 bells and today the 
Metropolitan of Moscow came to bless 
them.  We had a service of three hours 
in our newly restored Cathedral of the 
Transfiguration and after the service 
we processed into the court of the 
Kremlin and the Metropolitan himself 
blessed the bells and sprinkled them 
with holy water.  After the blessing we 
had a great feast in the refectory.

An important work is also being carried forward on Anzer Island.  
The reconstruction of the Church of the Resurrection is almost 
complete.  Soon we will be able to hang new bells there too.  Every 
day the brothers work there and on the Holy Trinity Cathedral.   
Tomorrow the Metropolitan will visit the Holy Trinity Cathedral 
to pray in this most holy of places.  He will be carried from the 
landing place on the beach up to the Cathedral in a horse-drawn 
carriage.

Truly God has smiled on this place.  Now we can complete the 
work that was started by the brothers in 1435.

In service to God,

Brother William
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Dear Reader,                      68°15’ N  39° 55’ E

Two days ago we visited the village of Kozly on the northern 
shore of the White Sea.   Thirty years ago this was a thriving 
fishing village with about two hundred inhabitants.  It had a 
doctor, weekly ship service to Archangel as well as telephone and 
electricity.  Kozly supported itself on fishing, back-yard gardens and 

subsidies from the Soviet 
government.  With the 
end of the USSR two 
major changes dictated 
the end of village life 
as it had been led for 
almost 600 years:  First, 
it became possible to 
travel within Russia 
without a ‘passport’ and, 

at the same time, the subsidies ended.  The result was that the 
young people moved away leaving the old and infirm behind.  By 
the time we arrived (and the Clipper Adventurer is the first tourist 
ship to visit) only three year-round residents were left.  There 
were also a handful of people who had come for a few weeks of 
summer, all of them either former residents or the children of 
people who had been born in the village.  The phone no longer 
works; what electricity there is comes from a wind generator; the 
boat is supposed to stop on demand but you have to provide your 
own transportation from the shore out to the ship - not easy for 
a 78-year old woman.

We had a long conversation with one of the full-time residents.  
She said that she stayed because she had no money and nowhere 
else to go.  Her state pension was about $80 a month and would 
be little use in the cities.  She was clearly distressed by her situation 
and would have loved to be able to go elsewhere.  She was also 
proud and refused offers of help - although the ship did deliver a 
carton of fruit and vegetables for the residents.  We were told that 
there are close to a thousand such villages along the coast.  In a 
few years they will be gone.

PS.  This may be the last message for a while.  My charger appears 
to be broken and the battery is running out...,
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Dear Reader,

A few months ago I was at a Harvard Alumni Association 
luncheon and sat down next to a member of the Radcliffe class of 
1941. During the course of the conversation I learned that she’d 
been in the navy and asked what she had done. The response 

was that well, actually, she’d 
been with the NSA and she 
couldn’t tell me what she 
had done, it was still secret. 
Later in the conversation 
I learned that a friend of 
hers had visited Bletchley 
Park, and, “did you know, 
it was a museum and she 
was welcomed with open 

arms.”  From all of this I decided that my lunch companion had 
been involved with intelligence/codebreaking and I learned that 
one could actually visit Bletchley Park. Now, it’s not a secret that 
Bletchley is open, you can find out all about it on the Web, but 
nor is it well publicized. It isn’t in The Lonely Planet, for example. 
So, today Melinda and I went there.

Bletchley is about 40 miles northeast of London. It is located 
on the main railway line from Euston to the north. At the time 
of the War there were spur lines that ran to Oxford and to 
Cambridge and it was near several main highways, including the 
old Roman road, Wattling Street. In other words, it had superb 
communications. Just what was required for a communications 
and codebreaking center. 

In the late thirties, when it was clear that war was imminent, 
some men from “the ministry” showed up and leased the estate 
for a few months. Once they had exmained it and found that it 
met requirments, it was subject to “compulsory purchase” and 
the codebreakers and other communications and intelligence 
specialists moved in. At the height of its operations 8,500 people 
worked at Bletchley, and yet, for 20 years after the war, not a word 
leaked out about what had been done there.

By the end of 1941, by luck, genius, sacrifice, and hard work, 
Bletchley was able to read a great part of the German’s tactical 
communications. A bit later they learned to read the even more 
sophisticated naval codes. The latter was of immense importance 
since it allowed the British to route convoys away from the German 
U-Boats and to find and sink the U-Boats themselves. Later in the 
war Bletchley was also able to read the still more sophisticated 
codes used for communications between the German High 
Command and the field commanders. In other words they were 
literally reading Hitler’s mail.

The luck came in the 
form of help from the 
Poles. The Polish had 
captured an Enigma 
coding machine and 
when they realized 
that their country was 
going to be invaded 
they turned it over to 
the British. This was of 
incaclculable help and 
probably speeded up the effort by at least a year. 

The sacrifice was in the form of two British seamen who climbed 
into a sinking German U-Boat that had been abandonned by its 
crew. The sailors found and passed out the codebooks before the 
submarine suddenly sank taking them with it.

Genius was at Bletchley in many forms, the most famous being, 
perhaps, Alan Turning, the inventor of the Turing machine beloved 
of every computer science student since the late 50’s. Hard work 
was from the thousands who worked long hours in secrecy and 
under the difficult wartime conditions to carry on the decoding 
work.

When we arrived we knew that the museum was not supported by 
the government and we had expected to find a few decaying huts 
and perhaps some memorabilia. The reality is much better than 
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that. There is a working Colossus, the worlds first programmable 
computer. (Yes, I know, ENIAC is the first stored-program 
computer, but Colossus was programmable and it had 2,500 
vacuum tubes, and to this day it can decode the German ciphers 
as fast as the latest PC.)

There is also a model of the Bombe, which was the electro-
mechanical computer used to decode the Enigma ciphers. At its 
height, Bletchley had hundreds of Bombes running.

After the war all of the Bombes, all nine copies of Collossus, and 
all of the documentation were destroyed on Churchill’s orders. 
This secret was so important that it must not be found out at 
any cost. Some years ago when the pressure for secrecy was less 
intense and interest in Bletchley was rising, a project was started to 
rebuild both a Bombe and Colossus. The Bombe wasn’t as difficult 
since it was a relatively simple electromechanical device. The 
Colossus was another matter. Luckily it had originally been built 
from standard GPO parts used for telephone exchanges. When 
they were dissasembled the parts were put in storage for civilian 
reuse. Also, once word of the project got out, it was learned that 
many of the technical people who had worked on the project 
had kept documentation of their own and also remembered how 
things went together. (I still have Honeywell documentation 
for a computer that I worked on labelled “Honeywell secret 
proprietary” and that computer was never even built.) As a result 
they were able to rebuild a complete working Colossus and it is 
there at Bletchley in operation every day. One of the valves (tubes) 
is even an original one from one of the wartime machines.

We thought this was an outstanding museum and would highly 
recommend it to anyone with the slightest interest in WW II or 
codebreaking.

In the attached pictures note Alan Turing’s name on one of the 
rowing blades. He was a backup number five oar and took part in 
the race when the first man dropped out. Both names are listed 
at number 5. I’ve named the photos to give some indication of 
what they are.

 Bill/Dad

 

The hut where Alan 
Turing worked

Guide and Bombe

Reconstructed 
Colossus
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Dear Dogged Reader,

What can I say about Istanbul?  We have been here two days and 
the city has been here for thousands of years and with luck will be 
here for thousands more.  We are staying in a hotel set in a garden 
wedged between the walls of the Topkapi Palace and the Aya Sofia.  
This part of town was the heart of the Roman City.  Aya Sofia 
was built over the ruins of two prior churches by Justinian in 537.  
The whole area between Aya Sofia and the sea was the site of the 

Roman/Byzantine 
Great Palace.  For 
thousands of years 
one structure has 
been built into or on 
top of another.  If you 
scratch the surface of 
the ground anywhere 
you are bound to 
find some forgotten 
treasure.

About 100 meters from our hotel, for example, is the Basilica 
Cistern.  This vast cistern (about 40 meters by 150 meters) was laid 
out by Justinian to supply the growing needs of the palace.  Then, 
after the palace fell into ruins and was destroyed, the cistern was 
forgotten.  In 1545 a scholar named Petrus Gyllius was looking 
for Byzantine remains and heard stories of residents who could 
get water by lowering buckets into holes in their basements and 
some who could even catch fish. (I have this story from the Lonely 
Planet).  He rediscovered the cistern and 20 years or so ago it was 
cleaned out and is now on display for tourists.  It’s an amazing 
sight.

Then, a little further down the hill is the Mosaics Museum, which 
contains the preserved fragments of a great 4,000 square meter 
mosaic that was part of the Great Palace.  The mosaic was only 
discovered in the 1950s and much of it probably still lies beneath 
the Blue Mosque.

As a final example I was looking around the Hotel courtyard and 
poked my head into what should have been a storage shed under 
the terrace where the bar and café stood.  Inside I found a vaulted 

room supported by Roman columns, part of the Great Palace, 
perhaps?

So, we have a modern city built atop an Ottoman city, built atop 
of a Byzantine city, built on top of a Roman city, built on top of 
a Greek city.

Much the same seems to apply to the population.  We have a 
modern, secular, perhaps even European, culture built on top 
of an Ottoman/Greek culture derived from a nomadic culture.  
It’s an uneasy mix.  To the casual 
tourist, this is most evident in the 
women’s clothes and demeanor.  
We have spent our time in the 
old city bounded by the Golden 
Horn, the Bosporus, the Sea 
of Marmora, and the Walls of 
Theodosius.  That means that we 
have not seen the more modern 
part north of the Golden Horn 
and perhaps conditions there are 
different.   Still, here, we have seen 
women of all ages, in all styles 
of dress.  There are a significant 
minority covered in black from 
head to toe; only their noses peek 
out..  A lot of the younger women 
wear a head scarf and a slim, rather stylish, and very long trench 
coat.  (The temperature is in the 80s.)  Some, again mostly younger 
women, wear Western clothes with a head scarf.  And, finally, there 
is a minority of women, of all ages, who wear no head covering.

So, why do I make so much of this?  The party line is that the 
selection of a head covering is the individual choice of the 
woman.  My own observation makes me very dubious of this.  
For one thing the young women without head covering have a 
way of turning their gaze down as you pass that is very much like 
the manner of the covered women.  I have a suspicion that they 
are under a great deal of pressure from a substantial part of the 
community.
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ended up with his wanting to clean my shoes.  When I declined 
he insisted that I was breaking his heart.  A true charmer with 
very good English.  I should have thought that all that talent could 
have been put to a more productive use.

OK, I’ve gone on far too long already, I’m afraid you’ll hear more 
from me all too soon.

Oh yes, and the food is yummy too!

Dad/Bill

Also, you see gaggles of young women hanging out on upper 
floors and terraces in a situation that seems very reminiscent of a 
harem.  To me it seems clear that they are being shut away from 
the men.

I am reminded of the guide we 
had in Egypt who was at great 
pains to explain to us that the 
rules of the Koran ensured that 
all women were extremely well 
treated in Islamic countries.  I 
have my doubts.  Perhaps all these 
women are devout and sincerely 
want to go around in the summer 
heat covered from head to toe and 
wearing black shoes, but I find 
that very hard to believe.  Rather, 
I think this is a hold-over from 
an earlier, more primitive age, 
and that the custom is enforced 
by the men   and perhaps by the 
older women, who have already 

suffered through it.

One way to look at this is to think of the secular state that Ataturk 
created in the 1920s as having been built over and into the strong 
mixture of Ottoman nomadic culture and Islam, just as modern 
houses are built over and into the old Byzantine walls and are 
absorbed by them.  It may look modern on the top but dig away 
an inch of the veneer and the older structure shows through.  It 
hasn’t been eradicated or changed, just covered over.  Standing 
here in Istanbul it is easy to imagine the old ways reasserting 
themselves and a strongly Islamic state emerging.  The army 
officers are not fools and they have had reason to worry.

Having said all of that, people here are truly charming and 
outstandingly polite.  Even the shoeshine man who tried to scam 
us was polite.  He pretended to leave his brush behind as he picked 
up his kit and walked away.  We, of course, brought the neglected 
brush to his attention and he thanked us profusely, went to pick 
up his brush, and then started a friendly conversation with us that 
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Dear Reader,

We have just come back from visiting the Dolmabaçhe Palace in 
Istanbul.  The palace was built by Sultan Mecit begining in 1856 
and was financed with loans from foreign banks.  It is a European-
style palace built to put the Sultan on an equal footing with the 
Tsar and the other European emperors.  Over-the-top doesn’t 
even begin to cover it.  The main staircase has Baccarat crystal 

ballustrades; one of 
the crystal chandeliers 
weighs over two and 
a half tons; and the 
interior decor would 
not shame an opera set.  
Many of the decorative 
elements are European: 
There is a magnificent 
clock, a gift from the 
Vizier of Egypt, that was 
built in Vienna; there 

are (rather bad) pointillist paintings; the shape of the building is a 
single monobloc, like a European palace, rather than a collection 
of separate buildings in the Eastern style.  And yet there are still 
Oriental features:  The harem is connected to the main part of the 
palace by a long corridor with multiple doors, two of which are 
of steel; and the harem has a set of semi-circular windows, which 
allowed the women to look down on the Ceremonial Hall.  When 
the harem was moved from the Topkapi to the Dolmabaçhe it was 
probably the first time since they were children that many of the 
women had been outside the palace walls.

It struck me that this building was a wonderful symbol of the 
problems of a dying empire.  The Ottomons still controlled an 
enourmous swath of the eastern Mediterranean, they held what 
is now Egypt, Jordan, Israel, Iraq, Syria, Armenia, and Turkey.  
And yet they had failed to modernise.  With equivalent resources 
European states were generating huge wealth.  In comparison the 
Ottoman empire was weak and faltering.  Sultan Mecit could have 
reduced taxation (perhaps in selected free-trade zones the way the 
Chinese did) and removed barriers to modern enterprises.  This 
wasn’t impossible, even in the nineteenth century, the Japanese did 

it, after all.  But, instead, for the 
Sultan, modernity seemed to 
mean a modern palace and the 
trappings that wealth brought 
to Western Emperors.  So, 
instead of changing anything, 
he bankrupted his country by 
building a palace.  (Another 
Sultan built Beylerbeyi, yet 
another palace a little further 
up the Bosphorus.)

In the end it took the disasters 
of World War I and the indignity 
of the Greek and Allied effort 
to conquer Turkey after the war 
to bring Ataturk to power and 
to give him the stature to impose a secular state, modern schools, 
and a Western legal framework.  It remains to be seen how this 
will ultimately play out.  There is a strong secular state, and yet 
98 percent of the population is, at least nominally, muslim.  Our 
guides claim that turkey could not go the way of Iran, and they are 
probably right.  Turkey has a strong industrial base, an agricultural 
sector that can feed the country, and, best of all, no oil.  None the 
less, popular sentiment has turned away from the EU and there is 
talk of some sort of union with the other Turkish-speaking states 
to the east.  That does not sound like a propitious path to me.

It is worth noting that Ataturk moved into the Dolmabaçhe and 
died there in 1937.  The palace is still guarded by the army and 
the clocks are stopped at the hour when he died.  This seems a 
measure of the magnitude of his achievment and indication of the 
continued need to use both the army and his figure to impress on 
Turkey that it is now a modern, secular state.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Constanza September 26, 2008

Dear Readers,

When we were in Turkey our guide had a set speech on the 
reasons that Turkey had not been admitted to the EU.  His 
reasoning was that it wasn’t because Turkey was poor; Romainia 
was much poorer than Turkey.  It wasn’t because of religion 
because there were already lots of beliefs inside the EU.  The real 
reason, according to our guide was that it was because Turkey was 
large and would have a big a say in the EU and that France and 
Germany couldn’t stomach the idea that Turkey would have as 
much influence as they did.

At the time I was convinced that he was mistaken.  My assumption 
was that the real problem was the differences between Turkey’s 
culture and the culture of Western Europe.  Now that we’ve 
visited Romania I’m not so sure.

Constanza is Romania’s 
larges port.  It is not a small 
city, having a population of 
about 400,000.  But it is a 
very strange city indeed.  
First of all, it has a huge port 
facility.  The wharves and 
cranes run along the coast 
for 25 kilometers.  This 
makes it the third or fourth 
largest port in Europe.  The 

only place I’ve seen anything like it was in Rotterdam.  The port 
is clearly much larger than they need.

If you drive out of town towards the north you are on a two-lane 
road that runs parallel to a beautiful beach.  Modern, not-very-
attractive apartment buildings are built four deep between the 
road and the water.  More are built on the side away from the 
water.  Still more are going up.  Further out you see abandoned 
Soviet-era factories, small farms and horse-drawn carts.

If you go into the old town it looks a bit like Sleeping Beauty’s 
castle.  It has a fairly small town center that was once attractive 
but was frozen in time about 1935.  There are beautiful turn-of-
the century houses, with a smattering of more recent art deco 

buildings.  All of them are in terrible repair.  Some are literally 
falling down.  There is a pedestrian street but it is hard to navigate 
because the abutting restaurants have built terraces out into the 
street.  At one point there was no more than 2.5 feet to walk in.

My sense of the place was that it was a town with no functioning 
government.  Anything you wanted to build could be arranged; 
if you wanted to let your building fall down, that was ok.  If you 
wanted to build huge apartments on a two-lane road with no 
facilities that too was all right.  The result of this was the saddest 
place we visited on the whole 
trip.  Nowhere else did we see 
unfettered crony capitalism with 
no attempt at organizing for the 
common good.  Certainly we 
saw nothing as bad anywhere 
in the two weeks we spent in 
Turkey.  I think that the Turks 
have a right to be put out.  They 
may have a difficult problem 
with Islamists but they do have 
a functioning country.  I’m 
not sure that Romania does.  
(Admittedly we only saw a tiny 
slice of the country but other 
passangers who had seen more 
of the country confirmed that it was the same in other places.)

We are now in Varna, Bulgaria, which is far richer and better run 
than Constanza.  It is a pleasure to be in a modern city again.  
(And to have an Internet connection again :)

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Dorset September 30, 2008

Everpatient Reader,

The Dorset Steam Fair is currently holding its 40th anniversary 
meeting.  The fair occupies over 100 acres, draws visitors from all 
over Great Britain and abroad and creates traffic havoc for dozens 
of miles in all directions.  What causes all this commotion?  The 
fair is a convocation of a significant percentage of all of the steam 
engines in Britain.  There are hundreds of traction engines:  Some 
for hauling heavy loads, some for plowing fields, some for sawing 
logs, some for pumping, some for lifting, some for road-building, 
some for powering fairgrounds and steam organs. 

We went last Thursday with our friends Tim and Jill Spooner and 
their grandson Theo.  As we approached, there were huge parking 
areas, all in recently harvested wheat fields.  Black coal smoke 
hung low over the fairground.  It looked a bit like a scene from 
Hard Times.

The fair is divided into sections.  The first that you see is an area 
for plowing.  Traction engines are stationed at both ends of the 
field and haul a large frame with five plows back and forth using 
a steel cable that wraps around a horizontal drum under the belly 
of the engine.  (See the first few photographs below.)

The next major section is the traction area.  This is a long field 
that runs up a hill.  Traction engines enter the area, hook up to a 
heavy load and haul it around the field.  All of these are impressive 
but the best was a trio of engines hooked up to a single trailer 
with a heavy modern tractor aboard.  The lead two were regular 
traction engines and the third was hooked on behind and had a 
large crane for lifting heavy loads.  It takes a lot of skill to manage 
a load with three engines.  Their efforts must be carefully matched 
and the steering is tricky.  As they start up the steep part of the hill 
black smoke pours from their stacks and you can hear the chuffing 
effort of the steam engines. 

In the same area, there are a couple of steam cars going around at a 
great clip.  One was a Stanley Steamer making very good time and 
the other I failed to identify but it was manned by two gentlemen 
in lovely leather top hats.

In another part of the fair a stone crusher, steam rollers and asphalt 
layers were building a section of road.

Further along there is a row of what must be close to a hundred 
fairground engines.  These are designed to haul a fair caravan 
from town to town, and then when the fair is set up to generate 
electricity to power the attractions.  The row of engines at the 
Dorset Fair are supplying all of the electricity for a very modern 
midway with dozens of rides.

Interspersed between the major attractions are dozens of fairground 
organs.  All of them are beautifully carved and controlled by 
punched cards.

Then there is an area for small engines, an area for diesel tractors, 
another for old petrol engines, and, finally, acres and acres of 
jumble sale.  We spent the entire day at the fair and could easily 
have gone back for more the next day.  It’s an extraordinary thing 
to see all these great behemoths actually working.       

Although these engines look like dinosaurs out of the Victorian 
past, they were being built and delivered well into the ‘20s and 
were in use much later than that.  One of the house guests at 
Tim and Jill’s this weekend grew up on a farm in the ‘40s and 
remembered traction engines being used for the plowing.

All of these engines are the result of untold hours of devoted work 
by individuals who rescue them as rusting hulks from barns and 
fields across the country and lovingly restore them.  (We actually 
saw one rusting away in a field on Portland Bill yesterday.)  The 
Dorset Steam fair is their great chance to get together and tell war 
stories, show off the beauty of their machines, and, best of all, 
actually get them working in something close to the conditions 
for which they were intended.

Please forgive the large number of photographs.  It’s hard to give 
a sense of what it was like without them.

Our thanks to Tim and Jill for an amazing day.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Sao Paoulo November 5, 2008

Dear Distant Reader,

Before we left the States I made the mistake of reading the 
State Department’s notices for travellers.  The warnings about 
quicknappings, pickpockets, dangerous taxi rides and atm scams 
in Sao Paulo made me nervous about the city.  Happily the reality 
is far pleasanter.  I’m sure the crime is here but after spending 
the whole day walking around the city center I can’t say I felt 
the slightest bit nervous, even once.  To start with there were no 

taxi touts in the airport.  
The cab from the 
airport was clean and 
the driver friendly and 
the hotel had a nice bar 
where we got a club 
sandwich and they put 
CNN on the tv for us 
so we could watch the 
election returns.

Melinda was wearing 
an Obama button today and all over the city people would come 
up to congratulate us and express their pleasure at his election.  
Even the street vendors knew about Obama.

The graffiti in Sao Paulo takes the art to a whole new level.  I’ve 
attached photographs of a couple of striking examples.  Not only 
are there true works of art at street level but often the taggers have 
struck at the top levels of buildings.  How they do it I don’t know, 
perhaps they rappel down from the top.

The street life is vibrant.  
There are a lot of vendors 
but they don’t look as 
impoverished as the ones 
in India or Mexico City.  
We saw quite a number of 
homeless people sleeping 
on the street.  There were 
no touts.  Nobody tried to 
sell us anything.  In fact we 
were pretty much ignored 

all day.  We found a street lined with fortune tellers and another 
with streetwalkers (behind a church at 3:00 in the afternoon, 
no less.)  In one of the squares we ran into a group of street 
performers from the city department of traffic.  They were acting 
out a variety of traffic accidents, complete with cyclists, scooter 
drivers and automobilists, most of whom end up lying on the 
ground as the narrator delivers a traffic moral.  (Photos attached.)

The city is hilly but it has been very cleverly built on multiple 
levels.  Rather than having to go down the side of a valley and 
up the other side, there are bridges across the valley so that there 
is one level at the top and another lower down.  This is hard 
to describe but seems to work well and provides an interesting 
streetscape with lots of striking vistas.  I’ve never seen anything 
quite like it.

The metropolitan area has 20 million people and 10 million cars.  
Considering this statistic the traffic we saw didn’t seem too bad.  
There are lots of highways through the city and in spite of some 
very aggressive driving both drivers and pedestrians seem to obey 
the rules - a refreshing change from some other cities we’ve visited.

Tomorrow we head for Rio.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Rio de Janeiro November 8, 2008

Dear Yanquis,

Rio de Janeiro!  Destination for Hollywood stars arriving on 
Pan Am Clippers in the thirties; home to the Girl from Ipanema 
(yes, she really exists, we saw her in a recent photograph and she 
looks pretty good); source of the Bassa Nova; home to Carmen 
Miranda.  Here you see favelas tumbling down lush green 

mountains into the city; gorgeous 
people on gorgeous beaches - well, 
the beaches are gorgeous, I’m not 
so sure about the people;  Colonial 
churches and brutalist modern 
buildings; Art Nouveau and 
decaying 19th century glamour; a 
cathedral that looks like an upside 
down ice cream cone.  There’s a bit 
of everything here.

One of the attractive features of 
the city is the beautiful sidewalks 
made of black and white stones 
laid in imaginative mosaic patterns.  

I’ve attached a couple of photographs but they are just a tiny 
sample of the dozens of patterns we saw during the day.  Often the 
patterns say something about the neighboring buildings.  Musical 
symbols in front of a concert hall or Indian patterns near a cultural 
museum.

The magnificent Real Gabinete Portugues de Leitura rivals the 
Morgan Library and the British Library Reading Room.  The 
book-lined room rises four stories to a red, white and blue 
geometric glass skylight and a lovely chandelier (photo attached).  
It is really more of a museum than a library since most of the 
visitors are there to gaze at the room rather than to read the 
350,000 books, most of which predate 1900.

The Cathedral is one of the ugliest buildings in the city - and 
that’s saying something.  It is about 180 feet high and is an inverted 
cone made of concrete.  In spite of its extraordinary brutality, 
there are some attractive features.  The four stained glass windows 
that stretch from the floor to the ceiling are some of the best 
modern stained glass I’ve seen.  There is also an oversized statue of 

a religious figure silhouetted against the light streaming in from 
one of the huge openings to the outside, which projects a feeling 
of impressive majesty and peace.  Also, the large cross hung over 
the alter near the center of the church is very nice.  The cathedral 
is an interesting mixture 
of artistic and religious 
sensibility with post-war 
brutality.  Nonetheless, there 
were no worshipers, only 
tourists.  The worshipers were 
in the 18th-century Igreja de 
Nossa Senhora de Candelaria, 
which stands on top of a hill 
next to the Convento de 
Santo Antonio.  There, several dozen congregants were taking part 
in a sung procession past the stations of the cross.  Few tourists 
were in sight - and we were handed a sheet with the words to the 
service as we entered; I think Melinda would have stayed for the 
whole service but I didn’t have the patience.

The vibrant street markets are a joy.  The art used to arrange the 
displays puts our upscale supermarkets to shame. Clearly, when 
the owner is on hand, and can experience first hand the difference 
that an attractive display makes, then you get  true beauty.  One 
stall had plates of hot peppers in various shapes and colors; another 
fragrant herbs stacked up in heaps; a third all sorts of fish.  It was 
also interesting to see how one fish stall would attract a crowd, 
while another a few feet away had no customers at all.  A local 
reputation counts for a lot.

Christmas is coming and Rio plans on celebrating.  Many of the 
shops in the market area were entirely turned over to Christmas 
decorations.  We saw paragliding Santas, Santas hanging by their 
fingernails from upper-story windows; parachuting Santas and 
Santas enjoying life on a swing with Mrs. Clause. 

The market area was housed in 19th-century buildings and 
covered quite a large area.  Some of the buildings were nicely 
restored and some had trees growing out of their roofs.  It’s a nice 
area but it would be even nicer were it better restored.
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Finally a word about the pedestrian crossings.  Often, when two 
one-way streets cross, there are pedestrian crossings only on the 
up-stream entries to the intersection.   This means that there is 
one isolated corner that you can’t reach using the crossings, and, 
given the ferocity of the traffic and the speed with which drivers 
corner, it is definitely dangerous to cross no matter what the state 
of the light.  Your only chance is to go up a block and hope that it 
is configured so that you can reach the segment of sidewalk that 
you are looking for.

Bill/Dad



Letter from Buenos Aires November 13, 2008

Dearest Reader,

What can you say about a city where the big tourist attraction 
is a cemetery?  Both of our guide books highly recommend the 
Cementerio de la Recoleta, which, to be fair is one of the more 
interesting places we’ve seen.  It’s a small, walled cemetery with 

hundreds of small but 
grand tombs wedged in 
together.  This is where 
Eva Peron is buried but 
apparently Juan wasn’t 
allowed in.  There are Art 
Nouveau tombs, military 
tombs, tombs with 
chapels above and crypts 
below, tombs with burial 
niches on the second 

floor, and even a tomb that looks like the Flatiron building.  The 
cemetery’s hay day was arguably at the height of Buenos Aires 
prosperity in the late 19th century, before the chaos of the First 
World War and the collapse of commodity prices diminished the 
city’s glory.

Much of the layout and style of the city was set in the late 19th 
century.  There are wide avenues once lined with five-story 
Empire-style buildings reminiscent of Paris.  Very little of the 
city’s colonial past remains; mostly because the original city was 
not rich and the buildings were less 
than substantial.  Unfortunately, 
the avenues have been taken over 
by torrents of fume-spewing traffic 
and most of the elegant buildings 
have been torn down to be replaced 
by mediocre modern apartments.

Thankfully there are a number 
of pleasant parks to provide some 
relief from the pressure of the city.  
The jacaranda trees are in bloom 
all over the city and provide a 
spectacular  accent to the parks and 

buildings.

The city is on rather a large scale for walking but there is a metro 
and hordes of black and yellow taxis that dart around like a swarm 
of angry hornets.  The 
drivers show no mercy to 
pedestrians and the only way 
to cross is to keep one eye 
on the traffic and one on the 
locals.  It is not necessarily 
safe to cross just because you 
have a walk light in your 
favor.  Unlike Rio, there 
are no isolated corners, 
unreachable by crosswalk, but there are plenty of intersections 
where you have to use three crosswalks where one would have 
been more convenient.

The Plaza del Mayo is the old center of the city (the name 
commemorates independence from Spain in May of 1810).  There, 
on Thursday afternoons, the Madres de la Plaza del Mayo still 
march; nominally, they are demanding a full accounting for the 
Dirty War atrocities, although our observation seems to suggest 
that they will lend themselves to other causes such as agrarian 
reform.

Buenos Aires is more European and better organized, but Sao 
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro are more exciting and more exotic.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Terrile May 29, 2010

Patient Readers,

We have spent the last week with our friends Tim and Jill Spooner 
in Terrile, Italy.  Terrile is a bit hard to find.  If you search for it on 
Google Earth you will come up empty handed.  Best to look for 
“Uscio” and then find Terrile a mile or two to the west.  If you 
try Google Maps it looks as though quite a few roads go to Terrile, 
but really there’s just one; the rest are old mule tracks that may, or 
may not, be overgrown with brambles and small trees.

As you drive in on the narrow road, 
around fearsome zig-zags with little 
in the way of barriers at the edge, 
you see a simple Italian village, 
perched on the wooded sides of 
the mountain.  The hillsides look 
as though they’ve been wooded for 
millennia, but looks are deceiving.  
Once you’ve parked your car and 
start to explore, you find a whole 
other world:  The hillsides are 
covered with terraces; wizened 
old olive trees poke up among the 
brambles and false acacia; paths 

drop down a flight of steps, then skirt the edge of a terrace before 
ambling on down the hill.  The whole mountain side is a single, 
intricate machine for producing olives, grapes, vegetables, and 
grass to feed the animals.  (The animals, by the way, are kept inside 
and are fed grass collected from the terraces.  You can smell them 
but you can’t see them.)

When Tim & Jill started to clear one of the terraces below their 
house, a neighbor told them that she remembered a spring on 
a neighboring terrace that they could use for irrigation.  Sure 
enough, 30 feet on through the wilderness was not just a spring 
but a concrete catch basin and a year-round flow of water.  The 
catch basin was silted up but once it is cleared, all will function 
just as it was intended.

A few yards down the road from their house, the remains of the 
old path to Uscio drop sharply down a flight of stairs.  An old 
woman in the village remembers walking down the path to the 

river 400 feet below, across 
the bridge and back up to 
get to Uscio to deliver her 
produce.  Recently a local 
politician ran for office on 
a promise to clear the old 
pathways, and after he won, 
he made a noble effort to do 
so - but the brambles and 
trees proved too much and 
only a few were actually opened.   One of the opened sections 
leads down the mountain side to a lovely, single-arched, dry-stone 
bridge, that the townspeople call the “Roman Bridge”.  From 
the looks of it, it could well be Roman.   Certainly, it had been 
completely hidden in brush and inaccessible for many years, but 
once cleared was in perfect repair and looked ready to stand for 
2,000 years more.  The road back up the other side is harder to 
trace, but it will surely be found again.

A bit further down the river you come to a house, hidden in the 
woods beside the river.   The house appears out of nowhere and 
seems to have been overwhelmed by the wilderness around it.  An 
out-of-town businessman built it a few years ago, then, once it was 
completed, abandoned it.  In short order all the windows, doors, 
fixtures, and anything else worth removing was gone.  Nothing 
but the empty shell of the house remains.  Now it is home to Little 
Bruno, a former French Legionnaire, hermit, and wild man of the 

woods, who lives alone, raising chickens 
and rabbits.  Bruno simply moved in a 
few months ago and now he has cleared 
several of the old terraces and planted 
them with potatoes.  All the wood from 
the substantial trees that he has cut 
down is neatly stacked and ready for 
the winter.  He keeps the rabbits on the 
top floor and feeds them grass from the 
terraces.   Hens live on the ground floor.  
The village thinks that Bruno is slow but 
he is clearly capable and intelligent. Tim 
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says that Bruno is hugely 
knowledgeable about art 
and can discuss individual 
artists and their works at 
length.  All the work he 
has done is sensible and 
workmanlike; his tools 
are well cared for.   And 
yet, here he is living 
alone in the woods with 
no money, no job, and 

few friends.  Occasionally he puts together a few Euros and climbs 
up to Uscio to buy a pack of cigarettes.  He has helped Tim with a 
number of projects and Tim is going to build a door for him.  All 
communication is in French since Bruno learned it in the Foreign 
Legion and Tim is fluent.  (Bruno doesn’t talk to women.)

After we admire Bruno’s work, he takes us down the river a way 
to see the first of several old mills.  It is a lovely stone complex 
standing beside the river.  You can see the race but the overshot 
wheel is long gone.  Inside the mechanism is nearly intact.  The 
gears are wooden with wrought 
iron reinforcing.  The main shaft 
drives a subsidiary shaft, which 
in its turn powers two sets of 
grindstones.  One of the pairs of 
stones is still in position but the 
other has collapsed and lies in a 
heap below.

Above is a room for storing grain and the remains of a hopper to 
feed it down to the wheels.  Bruno thinks that they were probably 
grinding polenta for the animals because the stones are of concrete 
and would be too soft for grinding wheat.  He believes that the 
mill was in use through the Second World War but that it fell into 
disuse shortly thereafter.

A hundred yards further down the river is an old quarry.  Over the 
winter, one wall has fallen away revealing a petrified forest.  You 
can see the bark of the trees, and even a spot where one of the 
trees has lost its bark.  In a way, the stone trees stand as a symbol 

for the whole valley.  What was once there has been hidden and 
lost for a long time and, just now, is beginning to be rediscovered.

Far above the river, back in the village is the church.  It has a 
surprisingly elaborate, pretty interior, full of trompe l’oeile 
columns and marble.  The priest is a Frenchman and this is one 
of six parishes that he is responsible for.  He has, perhaps, fifteen 
communicants on a good day, in a church designed to hold a couple 
of hundred.  Here too, 
you sense a way of life 
that has disappeared.

A ways down from the 
church is the communal 
laundry.  Still used but 
only by a handful of old 
women with no washing 
machine.  Lower down 
there is an bigger, more 
elaborate facility, now overgrown, that is no longer in use.

After spending time in the valley you get a sense of the tremendous 
effort that was put into shaping it to man’s purpose.  Terraces, 
paths, mills, springs, bridges, houses, stairs:  All are there as the 
result of centuries of hard work by generations of Terriles.  (Most 
of the inhabitants of the village belong to the Terrile family.)  
Then a calamity occurred, after World War II a real road arrived, 
and electricity, and education and the whole complex enterprise 
was gradually abandoned; now it is like a ghostly factory.  Luckily, 
in these more prosperous times, a few people are taking an interest 
in restoring a little of what once was.  A family clears a terrace 
here and raises a few rabbits or hens there.  Another grows grapes 
and bottles a few hundred litres of wine.  Perhaps yet another will 
start to collect the stories from the old people so that something 
of their knowledge may remain.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Florence May 30, 2010

Gentile Signori e Signore,

Florence is divided into three parts:  Tourists, monuments, and 
art works.  Everything else is here to support, restore, and extract 
money from those three.  The native residents moved out long 
ago.  Advance tickets for the Uffizi are sold out a week ahead 
of time; the line to get in on the spot stretches along the arcade 

for hours.  And yet, a few hundred yards away 
the streets are deserted and the prices are one 
third of what they are in the center.  Yesterday 
we had a very nice Caprese (tomatoes and 
mozzarella salad) for €3.50 in a sandwich shop 
a few blocks north of the Duomo instead of a 
far less attractive one for €12.50 closer in.

None of this is to subtract from the beauty 
and fascination of the city.  We have just been 
to Sienna, Perugia, Assisi, San Gimignano and 
Lucca; amazing as they are, none of them can 
compare with the power and scope of Florence.  
Everywhere you turn there is something new 
to see: The headquarters of the Guelph Party, 
a fortified tower house, a Renaissance palace.  
And most everywhere there are tourists.  There 

are tourists taking pictures of frescos, tourists taking pictures of 
buildings, tourists taking pictures of  statues, and tourists taking 
pictures of tourists.

Another striking thing is the use of English as a lingua franca.  
This is an old observation but it is amazing how deeply English 
has penetrated.   It’s not 
just the personnel at 
the big hotels in major 
cities.  In Montone, a 
hill town, which, pretty 
as it is, has no tourist 
attraction beyond a 
12-room hotel with a 
restaurant, the owner 
speaks to most of 
his guests in English.  

Germans, Dutch, French, it makes 
no difference, both the guests and 
the proprietor assume that they will 
transact all business in English.  In 
the smallest hill towns, the waitresses 
at every caffè speak English.  This is 
a huge change from 26 years ago 
when even in resort towns along the 
coast the proprietors of restaurants 
would stand at the head of the table 
and recite the bill of fare in Italian.  
Then, there was no written menu, 
let alone one in English.  Now the 
menus are written in Italian and 

English; gone are the days when they would include French 
and German.  Similarly, the tourist signs are also in Italian and 
English.  The only exception seems to be the often complicated 
parking regulations posted on the streets.  They are in Italian only 
- but then they are a better source of revenue when they are 
misunderstood.

The art is stunningly beautiful.  This afternoon we visited the 
Brancacci Chapel where the frescos by Masaccio and Filippino 
Lippi appear in every history of art textbook.  Masaccio’s expulsion, 
with its dramatic angel in the sky above the naked figures of 
Adam and Eve, must be one of the best-known images of all time.  
Everywhere you look there is something stupendous to admire.  
The Duomo is even more beautiful than we remembered.  The 
pink and green of the marble in the façade is brighter than I recall.  
When I asked if it had been recently cleaned, I was told that it 
is continuously cleaned.  When they finish one circuit, they start 
again.  Perhaps the reason that it seems more vivid is that the 
automobile traffic has been diverted away from the area so that it 
doesn’t get quite so black between cycles of cleaning.

I get Melinda to carry the guide book so that I won’t look like a 
tourist.

Yours in tourism,  Bill/Dad
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Letter from London February 23, 2012

Dear Readers,

In his memoirs, “Istanbul, Memories and the City”, Orhan 
Pamuk devotes a chapter to “Hüzün”, the Turkish word for 
melancholy.   His point is that Istanbul and Istanbullus live in 

a state of melancholy mourning the 
loss of glory that passed away with 
the Ottoman Empire.  (He, of course, 
expresses this idea with a great deal 
more subtlety and grace than I ever 
could.) 

When we lived in London in the 
1950’s, it never occured to me to 
think of it as a meloncholy city, but 
now, in my memories, it is indeed a 
gray, rather mournful place, and it 
may have suffered from the same loss 
of place and of empire. 

In today’s London, that sense is impossible to recreate.  Gone 
are the bombed-out buildings;  gone are the taxi stands with the 
green drivers’ shelters, appearing and disappearing in the chill, 
drifting fog;  gone are the flophouses where you could get a bed 
for the night for six pence;  gone, indeed, are the very six-pences 
themselves.

Now the Rolls Royce dealer 
in Picadilly is an Infiniti 
dealer;  Bond Street is full of 
Italian clothing shops;  Lisle 
Street, which used to specialize 
in war-surplus electronics 
and prostitutes is an elegant 
Chinatown; and all over London 
everybody is dressed in black. 

And yet, the Colosseum is still 
there, with its sphere held up 
by graceful young women on 
its roof.  Probably they still run 
Pantomimes during the holidays  

for schoolchildren.  St. Martin in the Fields still stands, gloriously,  
on the corner of Trafalger Square;  Nelson still gazes out, over 
the rooftops of Whitehall to the river;  the Horse Guards still 
stand watch in their brilliant scarlet coats; and even the Odeon on 
Kensington High Street is still there, although the once magnificant 
auditorium has been broken up into 12 smaller cinemas.

38 Edwardes Square, where we 
used to live has been transformed 
and renumbered.  Now it is 39 and 
38 is reserved for the basement flat 
where the owner, Ms. Anquetiel, 
lived - and where she shoveled 
coal into the furnace to keep us all 
warm.

The Square itself has lost its two 
raggedy, grass tennis courts and has 
become a much grander, better-
tended place.  Yet the Scarsdale 
Arms, where my Uncle Jerry used 
to make friends when he visited us 
in London, still looks inviting.

All in all, one would not want to go back to the way it was, yet 
that gray, mournful feeling still has a strong hold and suffuses my 
memories with a peculiar sense of happiness.

Bill/Dad
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Letter from Yazdt March 3, 2012

Dear Friends,

Welcome to Iran.  Hello, Goodbye.   Where are you from?  Salaam.  
Hoda Haifez.

It’s hard to explain how welcoming and friendly people are here 
in Iran.  Two men in the elevator in Teheran tell us that it is good 
to see Americans in their city;  a group of women engineering 
students, dressed in black hajibs, want to have their picture taken 

with us;  a woman on the streets of 
Yadzt offers each of us a taste of the 
hot bread that she is taking back to 
her family for lunch; in the tomb 
of the Imanzadeh Saleh we are 
welcomed and  given prayer beads.  
Perhaps it is simply that there aren’t 
enough tourists here for them to 
have become an annoying nuisance.  
Or perhaps it is the Iranian tradition 
of hospitality.  In any case it makes 
it a pleasure to be here.

In Teheran we were in the Laleh 
(Tulip) Hotel, which backs up on 

the Laleh Park.  During World War II the park was a supply depot 
for war materiel that the US was sending to Russia.   After the war 
it was occupied by the military but, more recently, a strong mayor 
of Teheran has ejected the military 
and turned the area into a park.

Early in the morning the park is 
filled with Tehranis.  Some are 
playing soccer; some are playing 
badmitton; some are performing 
martial exercises in large groups; 
some are simply out for a stroll.  
It is a pleasant, welcoming place.  
Like any Persian  garden, it is 
planted in four levels.  At the lowest 
level there are flowers: Huge flats 
of pansies are ready to be set out 
for the New Year’s celebration in 

a few weeks.   There is a field 
of roses that have been pruned 
back for the winter and are 
just starting to send up shoots.

At the next level there are 
shrubs and bushes.  Then for 
the third level, orchards of figs 
and other fruit trees.  Finally, 
for the top level there are rows 
of tall plane trees. 

Everywhere there are pools, fountains and streams of water.  The 
trees are planted in long ditches, through which irrigation water 
flows.

Once you leave the peace of the park the scene changes.  The 
traffic rivals that of Cairo or Delhi.  The cars are small, fast, and 
unpredictible.  If you manage to avoid the cars, the motorcycles 
will still have a go at you.  Best not to cross the street at all.

Now we are in Yazdt, an ancient city at the junction of two deserts.  
It is one of the oldest 
continually occupied 
human settlements in 
the world. 

The old city center is 
a maze of alleyways 
and narrow streets 
hemmed in by 
buildings of mud 
brick.  The houses 
are cooled by badgirs, 
towers that catch the 

slightest breeze and circulate it through the building below.

Just outside the city are the Towers of Silence.  These are large, 
circular stone towers on the top of tall hills rising out of the 
flat desert, with a backdrop of the Zagreb mountains.  Here the 
Zoroastrians would lay out their dead on a stone platform inside 
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the towers.  The birds would pick the bodies clean and after a year 
they would retrieve the bones and place them in a large pit in the 
center of the towers.  It’s an eerie, beautiful place, with the wind 
whistling over the hills and between the towers.  I would not at all 
mind being laid out there.

The Zoroastrians no longer use the towers but are still a strong 
presence here in Yazdt.  We visited one of their Fire Temples that 
contained a flame that had been burning for 1,500 years.

Tomorrow we drive to Shiraz.

Bill/Dad



Letter from Isfahan March 8, 2012

Salaam,

Two of our tour group of twelve worked in Teheran for a couple 
of years in the seventies, just before the revolution.   They have 
added immensly to our understanding of what we have seen and 
heard.  The party line here -- strictly adhered to by our excellant 

guide Hadi -- is 
that the Shah was 
a tyrant who 
was out of 
touch with his 
people; subject 
to unwarranted 
outside influence, 
particularly from 
France; and 
wasted immense 
sums of money 

on his palaces and an infamous birthday celebration at Persepolis.

Annie and Kathy have a different perspective on the Shah.  They 
point out that his extravagance was no different from that of his 
predecessors, many of whom are still revered in Iran, and that 
he was genuinely trying to reform the country and to bring it 
into the modern world.  They say that he imported hundreds 
of doctors from India to improve the medical standards in the 
country; that he worked hard to improve education; and that he 
was trying to introduce modern industry.

We have also run 
across individual 
Iranians, who, in 
the comfort of 
anonimity will say 
that they revere the 
Shah’s memory.  
So, if nothing else 
there are two sides 
to the story.

There are also two 
sides to Iranian 

culture.  We see many women of all ages in full dress hijab, including 
the chador.  This is true both in the countryside and in the big 
cities.  At the same time there are young women who are pressing 
the limits of what may, or may not, be allowed.  They wear bright 
scarves and coats of a length that would have challenged some of 
the miniskirts of the sixties.  Gary, our tour leader, says that he 
sees the dress code changing month by month.  He thinks that 
the clerics are afraid to clamp down lest they spark a revolution, 
particularly since the trouble after the 2009 elections.

The country is startlingly clean.  You seldom see trash on the 
streets.  The Bazaars are much more orderly than others that we 
have seen.  Even the cars seem to be relatively new and in good 
repair -- and that despite the horrendous traffic and apparent lack 
of rules.  Crossing the street is a blood sport.

Many of the historic monuments that we have seen are 
spectacularly beautiful.  The Ladies’ Mosque in Isfahan rivals 
Sainte Chapelle in its perfection.  The prayer hall is small and 
totally covered with tile.  The dome is decorated with a pattern 
of medalions like a Persian carpet.  The medalions get smaller as 
they ascend the dome.  This creates an optical illusion that makes 
the dome seem to float above you.  There is an ocular at the top 
of the dome that produces an image of a peacock’s tail on top of 
the dome.  The image is only visible as you enter the hall.  Once 
you reach the middle it has disappeared.  During the day it rotates 
around the dome with the sun.  Melinda and I went back this 
eveing to see it for a second time.

The predominant style of the monuments here is a mixture 
of yellow brick and glazed tile work.  It was only today that it 
dawned on me where I had seen this pattern before.   The same 
combination was used in many of the London Underground 
stations.

The same can be said for the intricate decoration inside.  The 
red, blue and gold designs that fill the ceilings and archways of 
Isfahan’s palaces are echoed in designs used in Victorian London.  
Clearly the British brought back more than rugs and oil from the 
Middle East.
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There is much more to say but this letter is already too long.  One 
item of business:  Thanks to all of you who have sent comments.  
I love getting them and apologize for my failure to respond.  I 
have no computer here and am using a cell phone.  I will try to 
do better.

Bill/Dad



Letter from Valletta March 17, 2012

Gentle Sirs,

The Great Siege of Malta was the 9/11 of the sixteenth century.  
After Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent evicted the Sovereign and 
Military order of the Knights Hospitaller of St. John of Jerusalem 

from Rhodes in 1522, the 
knights knocked around 
the Mediterranean for a 
while looking for a new 
home.  Eventually they 
accepted the Emperor 
Charles V’s lease on the 
islands of Malta and on 
Tripoli for the rent of 
two falcons a year.  (Not 
the single bird specified 

in The Maltese Falcon, and not jewel-encrusted statuettes, but real 
hunting birds.  Charles was an avid falconer.)

It was not long before the knights resumed their depredations 
on the Turkish shipping.  This was a bit much for Suleyman, who 
perhaps regretted letting the knights leave Rhodes.  In 1565 he 
sent an enormous fleet and 30,000 men to finish the job.  To face 
this armada there were just 700 knights and some 8,000 Maltese 
irregulars.

The geography of the resulting siege is a bit difficult to describe.  
Think of a capital I with a backwards capital E to the right of it.  
The I is the point of land on which Valletta stands today.  The E is 
the other side of Grand Harbor.  The entrance to the harbor is at 
the top, between the I and the top arm of the E.

Fort St. Elmo sits at the 
very top of the I and 
commands the entrance 
to the harbor.  The 
knights had their ships 
between the bottom and 
middle arms of the E 
and they were living on 
the middle arm of the E.  
Fort San Angelo was at 

the tip of the middle arm of the E.

The Turks thought that they 
needed to take Fort St. Elmo 
first.  It was defended by just 60 
knights and a few hundred men.  
This small force withstood the 
Turks throughout the summer 
and when the fort was eventually 
taken they fought to the last man.  
The Turks lost some 8,000 men in 
the effort.

As usual in fights between 
Christians and Muslims there 
were some fairly grisly details.  

Mustafa Pasha had some of the dead knights decapitated.  He put 
their heads on stakes facing the remaining defenders and then 
tied their bodies to crosses and floated them across the harbor 
towards Fort St. Angelo.  Grandmaster Vallette’s response was to 
decapitate some of his prisoners and fire their heads from cannon 
back towards the Turks.

In September a small relief party of 28 ships and 8,000 men 
arrived.  By this time the Turks were demoralized and they soon 
withdrew, leaving the Knights in charge.

How was this like 9/11?  Well, the reaction to the siege was 
way out of proportion to the events.  European Christendom, 
perhaps accustomed to defeats at the hands of the Turks, hailed 
the knights as the 
saviours of Europe 
and showered them 
with money to 
strengthen their 
defenses.  The result 
is a series of amazing 
fortifications and 
the city of Valletta, 
which is probably 
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one of the earliest cities 
laid out on a strict grid 
pattern.

In spite of several 
hundred years of 
turbulent history and 
horrendous bombing 
in World War II, Valletta 
still looks like a 16th 
century city.  The 
reconstruction since the 
war has been constrained 
to restoration rather 
than re-development.  
The modern buildings 
are across  the harbor on 
the left side of the I in 
Sliema.

Malta gained independance from Britain in 1964 and benefited 
from large payments from Britain for the continued use of military 
facilities on the 
island. They also got 
considerable sums 
from UNESCO.  
All of this has been 
put to singularly 
good use.  This is a 
lovely place.

Oh, the British;  
how did they get 
here?  Well, they 
took over after 
Napoleon ousted the knights in 1798.  Napoleon, by the way 
stripped the island of the knights’ treasure, half of which ended up 
in the Louvre and the other half sank with Napoleon’s flagship at 
the Nile.  Recently, the sunken treasures were recovered and they 
now belong to the reconstitued Knights of St. John.

There is much more to tell about Malta, including the stone-age 

temples, the cart ruts in the stone of the interior, the Sleeping 
Lady and the Knights’ Hospital, but all of that will have to wait 
for another day.

Bill/Dad



Letter from Napoli April 5, 2012

Dear Reader,

This note may be a bit chaotic, but then Naples is a bit chaotic 
too.  Nevermind.

The first thing you have to learn when you arrive in the Centro 
Storico of Naples is how to walk.  Some streets are narrow, perhaps 

as little as nine feet 
wide; they are paved 
with flagstones or 
cobbles; they are 
further narrowed by 
shops that overflow 
into the streets and 
by parked cars, 
motorcycles, Vespas 
and dogs.

Other streets may 
be a bit wider 

and have sidewalks a foot or two wide.  The sidewalks are to be 
avoided:  They are covered with dog excrement; blocked by trash 
or parked cars and generally impassable, so everybody walks in the 
street.  (It occurs to me that Darwin is at work here.  The dogs 
that relieve themselves in the street are run over and so don’t live 
to reproduce.)

To the neophyte the street looks like a dangerous place to walk.  
Motorcycles rush by with seeming indifference to the pedestrians.  
Cars may honk their horns, but they 
still insist on passage.  The natives 
simply stroll on through it all, 
seemingly oblivious of the iminent 
peril around them.   The secret is to 
avoid doing anything unexpected.  
Walk at a slow steady pace; don’t 
slow down; don’t speed up; don’t 
turn; and, above all, don’t stop.  This 
gives the drivers the ability to predict 
your position and thus avoid you.  If 
you fail to follow the rules, they can’t 
guess where you will be and can’t 

avoid you.  It’s 
a terrifying 
ritual.

On the edges 
of the Centro 
Storico,where 
the city walls 
used to be, 
there are wide 
boulevards 
with six or 
more lanes of 
traffic.  These 

occasionally have traffic lights with pedestrian walk signs.  We 
were crossing one of these when Melinda complained that the 
Vespas and cars didn’t stop for the light.  A nicely dressed, pleasant 
Italian man turned around, smiled, and said: “Nevermind”.

Another thing to learn is that schedules and timetables are widely 
ignored.  Walk in the boiling sun, two and a half kilometers 
up several hundred meters to find Tiberius’ Villa Jovia closed?  
Nevermind.

In many ways living in the center of Naples is like living in an 
abandoned, ruinous city.  The once-resplendant, stuccoed palazzi 
are black and tattered.  Half the churches are closed and boarded 
up.  Often you see the top two floors of a building restored, with 
people in residence, and the lower floors bricked up.

This is still a city where you can see a basket with a Euro in it, 
hanging from a string from the fourth floor, waiting for the bread 
or milk delivery.

Everywhere there is laundry hanging out.   It hangs from 
tenements;  it hangs from palazzi;  it hangs from brand new 
apartment buildings.  We have even seen it hanging from ground 
floor windows.  It’s reached the point where we wonder why our 
hotel doesn’t have a laundry rack outside the window.  We have to 
hang ours up over the bathtub.  Nevermind.
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On the train from Ercolano we sat next to a young, Nigerian 
with a degree in mechanical engineering.  He was in Italy as a 
refugee but was trapped, without papers, without a job, and, as 
best we could tell, without hope and without a plan.  It’s hard to 
say “nevermind” to that.

In just two days we leave for our return trip to Cambridge.  
Nevermind.

Bill/Dad



Letter from Klamath Falls August 23, 2012

Dear Readers,

It is a cliche that travelers in America report hearing a polyphonic 
concert of voices as they cross the country.  Like many cliches it 
survives on a hard core of truth.  Everywhere we have gone we 

have been taken with 
the variety and texture 
of the stories we have 
heard.  Here in Klamath 
Falls, Oregon, an old 
lumber town that 
believes that it is dying 
because of the efforts 
to preserve the spotted 
owl, in the Baldwin 
Hotel Museum, we 
met a docent who 

grew up in Klamath Falls, worked as a registered nurse, then spent 
two years in Beijing teaching English to Doctors and Nurses.  She 
was forced to leave after Tienanmen Square.  (The Baldwin Hotel 
Museum, by the way, is a 1906 hotel that has  been frozen in time.  It 
operated as a hotel until 1977, when the Fire Marshal condemned 
it.  At that point it still had most of its original furnishings and it 
has been fully preserved.  Every 
room has a potbelly stove; the 
spittoons still stand in the lobby; 
we saw hair curlers and corsets, 
ewers and oil lamps.  Altogether 
an amazing place.)

In Rhinebeck, NY we met a man 
who was recreating Lindbergh’s 
Spirit of St. Louis by hand.  He 
was nearly done and the plane 
was instantly recognizable.  He 
told us that there are no drawings 
for the original plane.  In order 
to get accurate measurements he 
had to go to the Smithsonian 
and get them to lift him up in 
a cherry picker so that he could 

take measurements.  
You probably know 
that there was a fuel 
tank immediately in 
front of the pilot’s 
position so that 
Lindbergh couldn’t 
see out ahead of him.  
But that doesn’t really 
strike home until you 
see the cockpit with 
its extraordinarily 
limited visibility.   The navigation techniques were also interesting.  
The primary navigation instrument was an earth inductor compass.  
The replica had a working example of the compass.  The readout 
was a simple voltmeter on the instrument panel.

Then there was the man who told us that at the age of ten he 
used to hang out in the local printer’s plant in western Iowa.  After 
a while the owner took him on as a printer’s devil.  From there 
he went on to work on newspapers all across the Midwest and 
ended up demonstrating printing equipment in the Buffalo Bill 
Museum in Cody. 

In the small town of West Yellowstone there is a Spanish restaurant 
called Madriz.  The owner is Elena, a Spanish woman with a 
German father who came to the States to improve her English, 
married an American and moved to Bozeman, Montana where 
they had two children.  Now she is a divorced, single mother 

running an outstanding 
restaurant.  Forty years 
ago I had a wonderful 
paella in Mallorca.  I’ve 
been ordering paella in 
restaurants ever since 
but have never found its 
equal.  Elena’s was just as 
good.

One of the waitresses 
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in Elena’s restaurant is Katie, who just graduated with a degree 
in Criminal Justice but who really wants to be an airline flight 
attendant.  She is working two restaurant jobs to get the experience 
in customer service that the airlines require.  A pilot who happened 
into the restaurant has written her a letter of recommendation.  
Melinda and I concur: She will be terrific at the job.

In the railroad roundhouse at the Henry Ford museum we met a 
man who’s father loved trains and who had taken him as a child 
to see the old steam engines.  When he grew up he worked as a 
conductor on the Burlington Northern.  (Did you know that the 
conductor is in charge of the train, not the engineer?)  Now he 
has a job talking about the engines and the tools that Henry Ford 
had collected.  One of the tools was a giant wheel-turning lathe 
that could turn a pair of drive wheels for an engine at the same 
time.   He explained to us how the rims are placed on the drive 
wheels and how the taper on the rim substitutes for a differential 
gear on the locomotives.

In the Erie Canal museum in Syracuse, NY we met the archivist 
who’s father had given him and his brother the keys to a boat 
when they were teenagers and told them to “go”.  They cruised 
the canals and waterways of upstate New York for the whole 
summer and started a lifelong love affair with boats and canals.

There are many others but one more will have to do.  A few 
days ago we met a man driving a 1930 Plymouth who has been 
coming to Montana from Florida with his wife every summer for 
the last 13 years.  At first they came on motorcycles but when that 
became more difficult he bought and restored the Plymouth for 
the trip.  It was a beautiful black car with whitewall tires, although 
he had elected to put in a modern engine and transmission to 
ensure their safe arrival.

When you live your life in a sheltered environment such as 
Cambridge, where everybody you know has much the same story, 
where they are all educated, all have professional jobs, all live in 
nice houses and raise well-educated,  successful, polite children, 
then it is easy to forget what a variety of people, experiences, and 
outlooks there are in this vast country.

Bill/Dad
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