Mea culpa…

It is a long time since I received your email, and I have not replied.  Believe me it is not because of lack of interest, but busyness at this end.  One of the joys of my university life is the opportunity to make friends overseas; the sad aspect of  this is that the chance to meet them in person is limited.  Hence a letter or email is the fall-back option, and I often fail to keep up the communication.

Having now read “my letter”, I realise I have gone overboard.  I do not expect anyone to read all this, so here is a summary:

Parcel-bomb detector company  still unfunded.

Landmine detector funds likely in 2002

Grand piano purchased.

Christmas at my place

Visitors from Sweden, Canada, USA and Japan

Lectures in progress

2 months in Sweden and Germany and travel back via USA

The last month in 2000 saw a renewed effort to float the company that will develop the parcel-bomb detector.   There were Information Memoranda to write, meetings to attend, and a lot of time-consuming work.  It is true to say that despite our intentions the float has not yet gone ahead.  It seems to me that a time-benefit analysis needs to be done…how much more needs to be expended?  Although, as I mentioned in my Christmas letter, the Canadian funding for the landmine detector failed, we are quite confident that the one we will submit this year will fare better.  Again this will be made in collaboration with Jim Jury of Trent University, and he will return here in a few weeks time to finalise the application.

I have always has an upright piano, and some 10 years ago I purchased a 2-manual and foot clavier electronic organ.  For about a year I had lessons to try and improve my (less than good) ability at pipe-organ playing.  After this year I realised that I was never going to be as good as the recordings I listened to, and I cancelled the lessons.  So this instrument was played less and less. Shortly before Christmas I had a need for some consumer therapy. This was brought on by my friends and neighbours, Graeme and Margot Wall, who are both music directors in colleges, purchasing a second-hand grand piano, which needed to be stored in my Lounge room while they sold their upright.  I always knew that the room NEEDED a grand piano, and seeing it there confirmed it.  So when it was moved next door, the room cried out for a replacement. So I started the negotiations to trade in the piano I had and the electronic organ for a suitable grand.  Many friends gave me much advice, and shortly before Christmas it was installed.  I attached a large Christmas card to it, “Happy Christmas from the National Bank”, who were anxious to lend me the money!!, and waited for the reactions to my extravagance, on Christmas day when the family arrived.  Generally, with a few exceptions, they thought it was a wise move.  However when we settled down for our customary singing after tea (carols and good old songs like “the Holy City” and “the Floral Dance”, it was clearly recognised as a good investment.

This Christmas the family celebration was at my place.  15 for Christmas Dinner, and a few more for tea.  Cooking the dinner was only part of the problem;  I had to do more than my usual cursory cleaning of the house.  The difference here is that I am happy to clean the place not wearing my glasses.  The place looks clean in this fuzzy world, with not too much effort.  However cleaning with my glasses on reveals a whole new world of grott.  Then where can 15 people sit down to eat?  My dining room, now cleared of the electronic organ, could now fit a grand table made from trestles (borrowed from Physics Dept) and sheets of Aluminium, suitably covered with a huge tablecloth, which seated 16!  We had a great dinner and a wonderful day.

I have had a busy summer with several happy visits from friends and colleagues from overseas.  Before Christmas, Jim Jury was here to discus the landmine detector proposal and iIn early January, Jan-Olof Adler and Anne-Christene called in enroute from New Zealand back to Sweden.  Our research group works at Lund University with Jan-Olof, and their visit was business mixed with pleasure.

In mid Feb. Jim and Jacki Jury arrived from Canada (where it cold apparently) for their Summer respite at Eden on the south coast of NSW.  I flew over there for a week of good company, excellent food, drink and luxurious living. We then drove back around the coast to Melbourne, together with Charlie and Jean Beecher, who own the apartment that J & J rent.  We stopped for a couple of days at Thorpdale where Charlie used to grow a few percent of the potatoes consumed in Australia, then everyone stayed at my place.  Now my place has only 2 bedrooms, so I put up a mattress in the laundry;  it actually proved quite comfortable, and the pleasant company made it all worthwhile.

The reason we had all driven back to Melbourne was to attend “Opera in the Market”.  This is now a feature of the summer season in Melbourne, and is produced by my neighbours Graeme and Margot Wall.  One huge shed of the famous Victoria Market in Melbourne is taken over for 2 nights and converted to a theatre.  A choir of 100, with guest soloists from the Australian Opera, and the Australian Orchestra sing selections from operas.  We had a hamper tea beforehand and altogether 10 of us, including John and Coral Baglin (visiting from the States) had a wonderful evening, with coffee back at my place.

Jim and Charlie returned to Eden, and the same day my dear friends of 35 years standing, Roger and Iris Marcum, from Champaign Ill. arrived.  This was their first trip outside the USA, and we had a splendid visit.  J & J drove with us up to Beechworth, which is an old gold-mining town in NE Victoria.  It is now restored, and quite a tourist trap.  However we had arranged to have dinner at “the Bank”; an old bank now an excellent restaurant.  It lived up to its reputation, and late in the evening we walked back to the motel with the stars of the southern sky brilliant above us.  After breakfast on the back verandah of the motel J & J drove back to Eden, and Roger Iris and I returned to Melbourne.  We spent a week enjoying the best spots around Melbourne, and enjoying the time together. The house was really lonely after their departure.

This left only a week to prepare for the beginning of  the teaching semester, and the rewriting of my lectures.  These are all on “Powerpoint”, but each year they need revising.  Students these days are not happy with just “talk and chalk”, so preparation for a lecture series is quite onerous.  They can replay the lecture completely from the web. They can be downloaded from a page that can be reached  by clicking on “max’s 141 lectures” on my homepage http://www.ph.unimelb.edu.au/photo/people/max_thompson.html.  No doubt you will want to rush off and do this….”I don’t think so!”  However they are going well, and none of the 500 students have dared to complain.

AS you may know, our group has worked in collaboration with the Laboratory of Nuclear Science at Tohoku University for over 25 years, and in this time 15 PhD students from Melbourne submitted with data obtained in collaboration with LNS.  Prof. Shoda was the person with whom this productive collaboration started.  Last week, following a request I made, the University of Melbourne honoured him with the highly prestigious degree of Honorary Doctor of Science.  Only 40 of these have been given in the past 80 years.  He and his wife came from Japan for a 1-month visit for the ceremony.  Some 5 of my ex-PhD students and my PhD supervisor Brian Spicer, took part in the academic procession, and Prof. Shoda received his degree with a great deal of pomp and ceremony.  We then had a big party where more than 40 past students returned for a reunion and to meet Prof Shoda again.  I am attaching a couple of photos of some of us in our “regalia”.
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I am being “requested” by the head of Department to take some of my long-service leave.  During this 3-month period I will spend more than 2 months in Europe.  This will include 6 weeks teaching at Lund University, a nuclear conference at Lund, and a visit to see friends in Germany  My plan is to return via the USA to visit with friends there and in Canada.  I expect to get back to Melbourne in late July in time for Semester 2.

