Cancer Diary, Sunday, July 6, 2003 Amman Jordan

Work Finished

The task that I was sent to Amman to do has been accomplished.  I have completed today two weeks of training and it has gone extremely well.  I had a lot anxiety about stepping in as the official company trainer (due to the serious injury of our usual training person), but it has gone as well (no better) than I could have hoped for.  And I have learned quite a lot in the process.  I have two more full days here on site but my tasks will be routine and my responsibilities minimal.  On Wednesday, I start back to the USA with a hoped for visit with my sister.  Unfortunately, I have not yet received a confirmation that they will be at home, so I may be knocking around NY unless I can get an earlier flight back to California.

Petra Travelogue

The supposed purpose of this 2-year long diary has been to document my voyage through the natural cure of cancer.  For the most part, the diary has keep to the subject or at least tried to relate the other events in my life to the cancer thing.  I fear the following material, may divert somewhat from the subject of my health and be just a narrative of an exceptional travel experience.  I will try to interject the occasional health or dietary issue.

The Plan

After nearly three solid weeks of 10-12 hour days, we had maneuvered our work to the point where we could afford to take two days off for a trip to the famous Jordan lost city of Petra.  We are a party of three:  Dave Sigward, Keiso Mauri, and myself.  Dave is long time colleague from Monterey.  He is a precise, dapper, long-winded, somewhat pompous bachelor of indeterminate middle age (about 50). Keiso is the opposite.  He is from our Canada office and is 26 (going on 13) and a brilliant computer nerd who wears a baseball cap on backwards, a T-shirt with dragons on it, and red high top sneakers.   We have worked well together in spite of Dave and Keiso being at each other’s throats.  I have served as general mediator since my arrival.

 I was to rent a car for the trip to Petra while Dave was to arrange hotel reservations in Petra at a good discount through the Crown Plaza chain.    I duly made arrangements for a late model sedan for 30 Jordan Dinars (JD) per day or about $44 per day (a good rate).  We would divide the cost of the rental and everyone would handle their own hotel and meal expenses.  We planned to drive to Petra on Friday morning starting out at 9am, and return to Amman by way of the Dead Sea on late Saturday afternoon.  This would leave two half-days to spend at the Petra site.  As stated in an earlier diary, the side trip to Wadi Ram and Aqaba were shelved as too much for one weekend.  I foresaw a relaxed trip with three co-workers with the opportunity for some outside of work bonding.

A Surprise Addition to Our Party

I picked up the car, a nice 2002 Toyota with 45,000 km on the dial on Thursday evening.  Our driver, Mohammed Ali Mustafa thoughtfully took me on a training drive to assure himself that I was not a danger to the citizens of Amman (or visa versa).  My New Your driver’s training served me well, and I was able to hold my own in the thick of Amman city traffic.  We filled up the gas tank and I returned to my hotel for an early retirement.

I set the alarm for 5:30 and went through my usual morning routine plus the additional chore of “packing”, if a throwing a spare shirt and a set of underwear into my lunch bag constitutes packing.  I, of course, packed my “coffee break” makings along with a nice lunch, some fruit, and four liters of bottled water.  I drove the car over to Dave and Keiso’s hotel, The Amman Crown Plaza, and was there in good time.

I found Dave and Keiso waiting at the main entrance.  To my surprise Dave turned to a thirry-something blonde woman standing next to him, and said, “This is Natasha, my fiancé”.  Having spent the last three weeks with Dave and never having heard of Natasha, much less a fiancé, I was a bit taken aback.  I said something like “You’re kidding”.  Dave said “No” and then added that Natasha was joining us for the trip to Petra.  “OK”, was about all I could muster.  Keiso looked totally confused as if this must be normal behavior for middle-aged businessmen and who was he to question his elders.  I later asked Keiso if he had met Natasha before.  He said that he hadn’t although it turns that she had been staying with Dave in the same hotel for nearly a week   I was further perplexed since Dave has a nearly full-time semi live-in relationship with a nice Monterey woman named Anne whom I have known for years.  Finally I was a bit miffed that Dave did not see fit to consult with his companions (us) on this major intrusion, if not to ask our permission, at least to inform us ahead of time.

Through The Desert

So, the four of us set out for Petra:  me driving, Keiso riding shotgun, and Dave and Natasha in the back seat   The weather was glorious and only moderately hot, say in the low nineties, and easily countered by the AC.  Thanks to Mohamed’s guided tour of the night before, I knew exactly how to get to the main highway leading south and we were on our way.  After the first 10 km, the city and suburbs thinned out and we entered the real desert.  This terrain makes the Mojave Desert look like the Garden of Eden.  The panorama is totally light brown in all directions punctuated with stones reminiscent of photos from Mars.   I made a poor pun about “Amber waves of grain” (as in grains of sand) that amused nobody.  I tried to start a conversation with Natasha who was sitting behind me to no avail and was rewarded only with shy whispers in a very strong Russian accent.  I learned later that Natasha is a doctor (pediatrics) from Saint Petersburg and that she and Dave had met in Helsinki some time in the indefinite past. 

The drive through the desert was on Jordan’s finest highway stretching from Amman to Aqaba.  It was four lanes with the occasional on-ramp and overpass as associated with limited access highways.  Mostly, however, roads, driveways, and vehicles just joined whenever they wanted.  Traffic was light and there was really nothing to see.  Driving consisted of not plowing into slow-moving heavy trucks ahead and keeping out of the way of high-speed Mercedes headed south, probably for Saudi Arabia.  After 200 km, a little under two hours, we left the main highway and headed northwest into a rugged buildup of foothills and small mountains, in stark contrast to the flatness of the desert proper.  We also passed through a number of small towns that had all had a dreary sameness of half finished reinforced concrete and cinder block residences cum business.  Being Friday (the Sabbath) some men were in evidence sitting around smoking and drinking tea.  The few women we saw were liberally cloaked although not veiled.  We also saw a number of tents and flocks of goats and sheep, undoubtedly Bedouin households.

After another 50 km and with the help of frequent signs and our guidebook, we came to Wadi Musa, the town that serves as the base camp for Petra.  It turns out that the area is currently in a state of intense depression, due to the drop in tourism following  9-11 and the immediate presence of the Iraqi war.  In fact, just the day before, the hoteliers of Petra staged a protest against the US threatening a lawsuit due to the decline in business brought up by the war.  We saw no sign of such a protest.  The town is surprisingly large, perhaps a mile or two in length with numerous hotels and restaurants.  It was very touristy and relatively neat and tidy.  We found our hotel, a lavish 4-star resort within a short walking distance of the entrance of Petra.

The others had lunch and I joined them after eating my pre-prepared salad and drinking my thermos of carrot juice in my room.  (See there, I have just made this entry, diet therapy oriented).  I once again tried to engage Natasha in conversation but she was either too shy or uncomfortable with English to make much effort.  Dave explained why I was not eating with the others.  She seemed to emote an unconvinced disinterest or non-comprehension in my story.  Natasha is a so-so attractive very Russian-looking woman, very fair, slender, and nicely dressed especially considering that the rest of us were dressed quite casually and Keiso was wearing his ever-present baseball cap and sneakers.

Entrance

At around 1:30pm (I recall) we headed down to the entrance to Petra.  The fee was 16 JD (about $20) for a 2-day ticket.  We also hired a guide for a two-hour tour for 8 JD.  This seemed like a good idea but probably slowed us down, particularly since Dave seemed more interested in practicing his Arabic phrases than letting the guide carry on a monologue.  We had to walk down a 700-meter entrance promenade that had enormous monolithic blocks of stone cut from the living sandstone.  These were tombs, we were told, and known locally as Djin blocks (genie blocks).  There was one façade cut into the stone on the other side of the wadi that gave us a hint of what was to come.  After the walk in, we came to a fissure in the rock face called the Siq (probably meaning something in Arabic).  This kilometer-long near tunnel is between 2 and 6 meters wide and up to 200 meters deep.  It was cool and relatively quiet and colored red and brown.  Along the left side cut into the rock face was a water trough that was part of an aqueduct that carried water from springs in present-day Wadi Musa down to the city of Petra below.  These water works are over 2,000 years old as Petra was built before and around the birth of Christ.  The Siq is punctuated by several side canyons that come in from the sides.  Each is partitioned from the Siq by a dam of cut stone to keep out floodwaters causes by winter heavy rains.

After what seemed like a long walk, we came to the most famous site of Petra, the so-called Treasury.  It is a huge building cut entirely out of the living red sandstone.  It was actually a tomb and its name is based on folklore concerning hidden treasures within.  The first view of the Treasury is through the narrow slit of the Siq that both hides the Treasury and tantalizes the walker to see more.  It is truly an amazing monument and surprisingly well preserved being in a protected canyon (unlike most of the other Petra sites).  The full height of the façade must be close to 100 feet.  Below is a picture (taken by Keiso) of the Treasury with my back to the camera and Natasha in front of me in the red shirt.
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This is a close up of me with my fisherman’s hat and backpack.
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After admiring the Treasury we headed down the wadi past other large but not so well preserved façades of tombs and caves.  We were swarmed over by merchants hawking all sorts of Petra-ware and trinkets.  The most notable views were of a huge Roman style amphitheatre and a number of additional tombs that were built high above the wadi floor.  We visited one called the Tomb of the Urn that was another monumental façade cut out of the rock face with a huge chamber behind the façade.  This was notable because of the incredible coloration of the sedimentary stones that was literally like a rainbow in the rock.  Also, this tomb was high above the valley by several hundred feet and afforded a great view of the other structures.  

After we left the protection of the Siq we were pretty much in the sun and the afternoon temperatures were probably near or above 100 degrees Fahrenheit.  We were all hot and basically getting baked.  However, our Russian companion was particularly uncomfortable possible because of her unusually fair skin.  She would literally sprit from one shady spot to the next muttering invectives in Russian.  In fact, she must have been in extreme discomfort since after the Tomb of the Urn when we turned back, she was almost weeping as she scurried from one shady spot to the next.  Dave wanted to splash some water on her head, but she would have none of that.  I believe she was sorry she had ever come.

Having walked about four or five miles total, we had covered just a small fraction of the total area of Petra.  The Treasury is certainly the most famous sight, but there are others almost as well known.  We had in our 3 hours, or so, barely dented the place.  At the far end of the wadi, is the large city center complete with several large temples, palaces, and markets that we had seen only from afar.  This public space is dominated by a columned promenade and a ceremonial arch.  Beyond were several sites reachable only by an extensive climb.  It was determined that some might be seen on the morrow.

That evening, I had a lovely dinner in the restaurant from the buffet consisting of vegetarian dishes and salads all with an Arabic orientation.  Yum yum.  We all retired early to nurse our sunburn and aching muscles.

Petra Day Two, The Monastery

Both Dave and Keiso expressed interest in visiting another famous Petra landmark, the so-called Monastery.  The problem is that the Monastery is located at just about the highest point in the Petra complex.  It is reached by a climbing path graced with 820 (count them) steps cut out of the stone.  The guidebooks say to plan on between 60 to 90 minutes to climb to the Monastery from the valley floor.  I didn’t think I was up to that effort after my long walk of day one.  But I had an inkling that I might feel differently in the morning.  So I asked for a wakeup call at 6am and by 6:15 I was at the main gate seeking entrance.  The place was still in shade and the morning was cool and completely quiet.  I was totally alone, no tourists, no vendors.  I set a quick pace down the wadi, through the Siq, and within 45 minutes had covered the three miles to the city center (which we had not reached the day before).  I was contemplating the prospect of climbing to the Monastery when I was accosted by a young man, Ali Mohammed, with two donkeys.  “How much you pay for donkey ride to Monastery?” he asked.  I told him I was not interested, but made the fatal mistake of asking how much.  He said 10 JD ($14.00).  I started to leave.  He insisted, and I said 2 JD.  He countered with 7 JD and we finally agreed at 5 JD ($7.50).  In my heart, I was worried about not being up to the climb, 1000 feet vertical rise, and in retrospect, I would not have made it.  I hopped aboard this little donkey with Ali Mohamed on the other animal behind.  We started up the path and the 820 steps.  Gosh, I felt sorry for that donkey.  I weighed 174 pounds this week and the donkey didn’t seem all that big.  He (or she) trudged up the path and climbed the stairs, and scrabbled over the bare rock with only the occasional swat on the rump from Ali Mohammed.  It was really hard work.  There were moments when I was not sure the poor animal had enough strength to get up that next flight of stairs.  But he did and made no complaint.  The animal seemed totally familiar with the route and knew all the easy ways up.

For my part, I was holding on for dear life. At the bottom the path was wide and gradual.  As we climbed, the trail became narrower, slippery, and the drop offs became more and more frightening.  It is one thing to be on your own feet in a hazardous spot, but quite another to be on a narrow ledge over a 150 foot sheer drop on the back of a fatigued animal who probably didn’t like me much anyway.  It was quite alarming.  At several times I was sorry I had hired the donkey and I would have gotten off except for the fact that the effort would probably have sent us both tumbling over the edge.  

Finally we reached nearly to the top, and I was instructed to continue the rest of the way on foot (thank goodness, since the path was even narrower and the drop off higher.  I paid Ali Mohammad the agreed upon price plus a nice tip for the donkey and pressed on.  The remaining distance was perhaps 100 steps and a rise of a bit more than 100 feet.  I was dismayed about how difficult it was for me to negotiate this small fraction of the total climb.  My physical condition is horrible and my strength is even in worse shape.  Why, I feel 60 year old (which I will be in bit over a month from now.).  

After I labored up the last rise, I found myself in a small desert-like plateau and ahead of me was the magnificent deeply cut façade of the Monastery.  It is in a remarkable state of preservation. It was a magical moment.  I was totally alone.  The area was cool and still in deep shadow.  I approached the façade and found the opening to the room beyond was at about chin level.  I tried to hike myself up enough to enter the chamber, but try as I might, I couldn’t get any purchase on the rock face nor did I have the strength to force myself up to the higher level with some great leap.  Again, I felt broken down.  I think in years past I could have negotiated this barrier.  Nonetheless, I contented myself with sitting down to the side of the Monastery with a good view and ate my breakfast, a goodly portion of leftovers from my lunch of the day before, a rice, bean, and vegetable salad.  As I sat, two young boys on donkeys entered the scene and played among themselves not noticing my presence.  One boy had a flute that he played with some skill.

Finally, I hiked up another 75 vertical feet to the extreme edge of this little plateau where I had been told one could see the western edge of this mountain massif and the Dead Sea valley beyond.  Sure enough, the view was worth the climb.

Return to Base Camp

I descended from the Monastery on foot (thank goodness) and enjoyed the views of the rugged terrain much more than on the ascent.  As I descended I met both the odd tourist ascending and the newly arrived tradesmen/women who were headed toward their trinket stalls.  Most of the women were riding donkeys and had at least one small baby in tow, sometimes two.

At the bottom, I spent some time in the Main City area and then started up the wadi to my hotel.  Having experienced the “comfort” of animal transport, I elected to negotiate for further rids back to the hotel.  Well, it appears that each animal has a little concession area and it is not possible to arrange for a non-stop passage.  So to make it back to the hotel, I had to take a camel, a donkey and finally a horse to negotiate the 3-mile uphill return trip.  A word of advice to future desert travelers: a camel is exceedingly uncomfortable to ride.  It probably took more energy to ride the camel than it would have to walk.  The gait and sway of the camel is not designed comfort and I was glad when that part of the trip was over.

As I rode my way out of Petra I passed first Keiso and then Dave (alone) headed toward the Monastery.  Both made it and we agreed that it is the 2nd most spectacular venue at Petra after the Treasury.

Return to Amman

We convened at 1:00pm and decided to forgo the Dead Sea route which was much longer and more arduous that the direct desert route.   But we made a wrong turn and had to drive an extra 50 km on a road that was under construction.  For miles (or kilometers) on end we dodged huge piles of gravel placed randomly in the middle of the graded but unpaved roadway.  It was like skiing a grand slalom course.  Finally, we regained the main desert highway and made it back to Amman without further incident and with life and limb (and wallets) intact.

Lunch Break

I write this on Monday (July 7th) while in the computer room of the Jordan CAA at Amman Marka airport (not the main international airport).  The power has been off for the last hour (no explanation) and I am using batter power in my lap top computer.  All work has come to a halt.  But the point of this section is my lunch being consumed between pecks on the keyboard.  

While here in Jordan, I have had to adapt to a 10-12 hour workday and maintain some semblance of a compliant Gerson diet.  I found the best way to provision myself for food was to make a single large bowl of “salad” which I can eat throughout the day along with my thermos of fresh carrot/apple juice.  The salad has evolved since I arrived.  It now contains little in the way of lettuce and concentrates on more solid ingredients.  It does conform to the definition of salad in that it is 1) cold and 2) lubricated with an oil and vinegar dressing.  Today’s lunch was typical; so let me elaborate its ingredients:

3 small potatoes boiled and sliced

6 carrots boiled and sliced

2 cups of steamed green beans, chopped

1 small marinated eggplant, baked, and sliced

1 very large tomato, diced

¼ large red onion, diced

2 small hot green peppers, chopped

The dressing consisted of:

1 Tbs flax seed oil

3 Tbs cider vinegar

½ tsp granulated garlic

1 tsp organic Italian spices

A Letter From “Home”

I received a post card from Tory who was in England at the time.  It made it here in less than 5 days, which was quite a feat.  Such mail is especially welcome although e-mail is more immediate and informative.

My communications with Gayle have been sporadic while away on this trip because she is on vacation and, at present, only receives e-mail while at work.  We have had several nice phone calls and I plan to give her a call tonight.  Tomorrow she flies to Denver where she will spend 5 days with her friend Robin so she will not even be home when I return to Monterey on Saturday.  

A Visit to New York

My return to California includes a two-day stopover in New York during which I will be visiting my sister in Connecticut.  I also have made a dinner date with my nephew Anthony who, I hope, will introduce me to his girl friend Amy, whom I have not yet met.  I hope to visit my friend Peter who has run afoul of the new anti-terrorism secret police and has been under arrest since January when he tried to board an airplane to Hawaii with a plastic knife.

Summer Plans

When I return to Monterey, I assume I will be reverting to my half-time work schedule which is fine with me.  And then on Thursday, July 24th, I will leave for Oshkosh and a possible return to the East coast for a further visit.  I also have some adventure ideas for a short trip to Canada while en route.







