Cancer Diary, Wednesday, July 9, 2003, Over Europe

On the Way Home

I am in the air on my way to New York.  About an hour ago we passed over Crete, followed by Greece, the boot of Italy, and now as I look out the window I see a large lake in Northern Italy.  I muse that it might be Largo di Garda where I spent a week in 1970.  It is 3pm Jordan time.  We have been in the air a little over three hours with nine more to go till we land at JFK.  I was lucky in this flight.  The economy section is about 80% full and I was seated with a young mother with a babe in arms.  I asked to be reseated and found an empty pair of seats across the cabin.  Nobody was assigned to these seats so I have some room to spread out and free access to the loo.  I am, unfortunately surrounded by families with young children do there is a bit of a din.  But, all in all, I am fortunate.  I will write for a while to pass the time and then I have a second-rate novel to fall back on.  If I get desperate, there is always FreeCell.

A Jordan Retrospective

I am now in a position to look back upon my four-week stay in Jordan.  I have exceptionally good feelings about this trip, basically on two levels:  First, the Jordanian people are exceptionally friendly and I was treated with the utmost courtesy.  Second, the trip was an astonishing success from a business and personal point of view.  I have discussed both these points in my last diary 3 days ago, but they bear some elaboration.

Friendly People

Any thought of Jordan being a dangerous place because of anti-American sentiments or because of spillover from the war in Iraq, are just not born out by my experience.  It’s as if every Jordanian went to foreigner welcoming school.  Almost all contacts I had with locals began with “Where are you from”   …  “Welcome to Jordan”.  Not only are the Jordanians very friendly but they seem a gentle people.  It’s probably foolish to make generalizations, but I had this impression so many times that there must be something akin to a national personality.  And on top of this, Jordan has some of the greatest antiquities and tourist site, rivaling Egypt, Greece, and Israel.  It would be a good place to have a vacation and I am sorry that Gayle could not be here to share it with me.

A Personal Achievement

Although I really don’t need to toot my own horn any more than is absolutely necessary (grin), what I accomplished in Jordan was noteworthy and I feel really good about it.  Five weeks ago, I was asked to fill in for my colleague Ken Jackson, our trainer, who was severely injured in a bicycle accident.   Ken had been training our customers for the last five or six years and knows the systems intimately.  In fact (and this is a criticism), he knew the material so well, he taught the course off the top of his head and there was scant material to get me started in designing a course that I could teach.  To be effective the instructor needs to intimately know how our product works.  But on top of that, this information has to be transferred to a confused student body in a logical way with feedback mechanisms to determine how much the message is getting through.  And then there is the issue of language.   All of these issues I had to deal with in very short order.

I had no choice but to accept the assignment because there was just nobody else available.  A delay in the project would have had serious financial impact.   I think it was assumed by everybody that this would be a “best effort” affair and maybe we would buy some time and later we could make up for it.

I had two weeks to prepare: one week in Monterey, and one week in Amman.  Although I had a good high-level understanding of our products (having marketed them for years and participated in their overall design), I never had reason to learn many of the details of operation.  Nor was I familiar with the concepts of the day-to-day operation of the client organization.  It is these day-to-day operator who were to be my students, experts in their field.

So I not only had to learn the details of the system, but I had to put together a framework to present the material.  I took the basic syllabus that Ken had used and did a major reorganization to ensure that each concept was presented in a logical order and that each lesson built upon what had already been taught.  I produced an entirely new PowerPoint video presentation (200+ slides in length), and with co-worker Milena Jackson’s assistance, fashioned 19 new class exercises.  Some of this work was completed the night before each class.  I was barely a step ahead of each lesson.

So How Did It Turn Out?

The class material that I developed is top notch, very visual and animated, and quite logical.  I am most proud of this part of the task.  It will be easy for another instructor to pick up my material and teach the course.  I hope when Ken returns to the job, he will use my material.  The class exercises could still use some work.  They tend to be too complicated and take too long to complete.  And, since they were a collaborative effort with Milena, they are not as integrated into my lecture material as I would have liked.  Some rework is required here.

My actual class presentations went very well.  I am a slow speaker anyway.  But this is perfect for a non-native English-speaking student audience.  I could tell that most of the time, the students were listening hard to what I was saying and absorbing a good percentage of it.  Public speaking/presentation has always been one of my strengths and I can keep the audience’s attention.

I was proud of the students when I turned them loose on the system to do some real operational tasks.  They really had the basics down and were able to deal with situations that had not been specifically taught in the class.

But about the best part were the compliments, direct and indirect, that came my way after the class was over.  I think over coffee and lunch, the progress of the class was discussed between all the members of the department.  I had several CAA employees who were not even in my class come up to me and say how glad they were that I was teaching the class and how satisfied everybody was.  The department head (also not in the class) took me aside to say that I was “solid” (apparently a compliment).   This metaphor was used also by one of my students who referred to me as “timber”. I think what they meant was that I came across as a legitimate expert, no flim-flam, solid.  And best of all, last night as I was packing to leave, one of my students rang up my hotel room (he was downstairs) and asked to see me.  He came up and we had a nice conversation (that wasn’t leading anywhere in particular) until he pulled out a present from the class, a wooden wall decoration depicting the Treasury at Petra.  He thanked me for a good class and said he would do his best with what he had learned.  It was very touching.  Our agent, who just a few weeks ago, was cursing GWDI up and down in front of the CAA director (did I report that earlier?) called me up to wish me a safe trip home and to reaffirm that the customer was very happy with the training program.

This is heady stuff for me.  And to think just a few short weeks ago I was worried about total failure.

Mint Tea

The customer was always offering us tea which all of us started accepting and enjoying.  Often the tea was liberally infused with fresh mint that added a refreshing taste.  There seemed to be something amusing associated with the mint that caused a few sniggers and a choice comment in Arabic.  When we asked what was the significance of the mint, we were told that it was thought to have counter-aphrodisiac effects and that they thought that might be desirable in our case (the apparently didn’t know of Dave’s honey).  They referred to the mint as anti-Viagra.

Jordan Weather

The weather in Amman deserves a brief comment.  It was not excessively hot, maybe in the 90s in the afternoon but cooler in the evenings and in the morning.  There always seemed to be a pretty good breeze that got quite strong (20 knots) every afternoon.  Aside from the fact that air conditioning was everywhere, the weather was most pleasant.

My Health

I seem to be in excellent health.  In spite of the rigors of this trip and the associated sleep deprivation, I have not experienced any illness symptoms, cold, etc.  My urinary health is marginal but I have chosen not to use any of the prescription medicine (FlowMax) that was prescribed by Dr. Sweet to make it easier to pee.  I had one episode of cornea trouble (this used to be Gayle’s main health problem) where I had a sharp pain in my eye followed by several days of blurry vision.  Maybe it was the dry air and the lack of tears.  At present, my vision is just fine.  Finally, and there is no explanation for my general lack of muscle strength.  I imagine it’s diet related but I cannot think what is missing.  I have added more non-animal protean to my diet (beans) and continue to take weekly Vitamin B12 injections (the one vitamin not available in a vegan diet).  I have put on a few pounds.  Last week I weighed 174 (up 2 pounds in the last month).  When I started the Gerson diet 2 years ago, I weighed 168.  







