BUSINESS AS USUAL, DURING ALTERCATIONS

Well, a lot has happened since the last issue of Mumblings came
your way. Saddam"s troops had already occupied Kuwait by then, but
the buildup of Allied forces was incomplete and diplomatic
solutions were still being sought. The rest, 1 guess you know.

The situation in Pakistan during The Brother of All Muddles was
somewhat peculiar. The Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, sent troops
to Saudi Arabia despite very strong public sentiment in favour of
Saddam Hussein. As in most Muslim countries, the conflict was seen
here very much in terms of a Hero of Islam versus the Evil West.
The center spread of this issue will give you some idea of how the
war was reported in this country.

In Peshawar, the atmosphere was even odder. The Afghans, although
devout Muslims, showed less support for Saddam. They did not like
infidel troops being in their holy lands, but they®"ve had no love
for Saddam since his government recognized that of Najibullah in
Kabul . So most were not bothered when the leader of the Peshawar-
based Afghan Interim Government ordered mujahideen to Saudi Arabia.
His political rivals kicked up a storm, but that was nothing new.

Westerners here felt the most tension in the last few days before
George ordered the bombing to start, since-nobody really knew what
the Pakistanis®™ reaction would be. They burned the US Embassy in
Islamabad in 1979 and violent protests occurred when Reagan bombed
Libya and again when The Satanic Verses was published. (Yes, 1
know Rushdie is British, but it"s still the USA that cops most of
the flak on these occasions.)

Understandably, the US Government assumed the worst and asked for
voluntary evacuees iIn the week preceeding the war. But so few
volunteered to leave that they made it mandatory for all "official,
non-essential, American personnel”™. Some of them were only given
8 hours notice. All of the Peace Corps volunteers were sent to
Nepal . The Australian volunteers here were advised by our home
office that we could also leave, but none of us wanted to.

When the war started we witnessed numerous public demonstrations,
but few serious acts of violence. The Hlocal police dealt with
protesters in a calm and efficient manner, calmly lobbing tear gas
at them and efficiently beating them with lathis (clubsticks).

The US Consulate handed out walkie-talkies to those without a
telephone, and organized telephone trees for those with them, so
security messages could reach everyone quickly. 1 was supposedly
on three warning lists, but never heard from any of them. | didn"t
even know that the Consulate had advised all remaining US citizens
to leave the country until | read about it in the newspaper the
next day. All of which makes me wonder just how well-managed any
urgent evacuation by these people would have been.

Work at ARIC lessened but we had a backlog of work to catch up on,
so it was pretty much business as usual. By the end of January my
annual leave was due and it seemed like a good time, so | packed
my bags and headed for the Peoples®™ Democratic Republic of Laos.
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LETTER FROM LAOS

My flight out of Peshawar was a bit spooky. A local politician was
calling for mujahideen to go to Irag to help slaughter the infidels
and one of the nervous jokes doing the rounds was '"‘Make sure you"re
not cross-booked!". 1 began to wonder when I got on the plane, as
practically all of the seats were filled by young, bearded Afghans
in shalwar kameez and Chitrali hats. | got a few stares and some
frowns, but nothing more. | kept my head down for the duration of
the flight and kept my own Chitrali hat on my head.

A layover at Karachi International 1 spent reading a Dune book.
could detect little tension there. Only one person approached me
whilst 1 was reading, a taxi driver offering to show me some
Karachi nightlife. ™"You want whiskey? Cocaine? Heroin? Hash?
Morphine?  Women?  Girls? I know all the nice places...” He
paused and looked me up and down suspiciously before adding: 'You
want boys?" 1 didn"t. He gave up, eventually.

The flight to Bangkok was okay and a taxi took me straight to the
Lao Embassy. Happily, 1t was open; unhappily, no staff were in
sight. I"d arrived around mid-day and everybody had gone for
lunch. Not far away 1 found a travel agent offering visa services
to Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia and made arrangements with him.

Travel to and within Laos is not generally easy. A tourist visa
valid for two weeks costs US $100 and visitors usually have to
travel as part of an organized tour group. Most of the exorbitant
visa fee actually goes to the travel agents, the Lao government
apparently assuming that tour-managed Tforeigners will be less
trouble than others. 1 didn"t care either way since |1 was going
there to meet another Australian volunteer.

After a few days i1n Bangkok, the visa was ready and I had my train
ticket to the border. There was some confusion over the train®s
time of departure (either 8:00 p.m. or 18:00) so I got there by
17:30 just iIn case. It turned out to be 8:00, naturally. The
night express -- 1 had a sleeper -- was comfortable and smooth.

There didn"t seem to be a station in Nong Khai when we arrived the
next morning (there was, but 1 was iIn the next to last carriage and
the platform wasn"t long enough for the whole train) but there was
a Terry landing right across the street.

The Mekong at this point is at least a half mile wide, with very
muddy water. 1 sat around and watched the long, narrow Thai boats
passing by on the river as trucks loaded up with goods lined up on
the landing behind me. Eventually a barge arrived, the trucks
rolled onto 1t, people piled in, and we chugged across the river.
A twenty minute tuk-tuk ride later, 1 was iIn Vientiane.

Unlike the Nong Khai Express, Vientiane was nothing like Paul
Theroux described it In The Great Railway Bazaar. Theroux was
writing in the early "70s, before the king was deposed and a
communist government gained power. No doubt prostitutes can still
be found, but they’re certainly not as conspicuous as those he
mentions. The city is clean and spacious.
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Vientiane is fairly small, with few buildings over three storeys.
There are 4 million Laos, most of whom live in the capital, and all

of the individuals 1 met were relaxed and friendly. This was a
welcome relief after the tension of Peshawar. The young girls
weren"t sure what to make of my beard -- most giggled, some just

stared -- but that"s better than being frowned at any day.

I stayed with my friend in the house of one of her friends, a big
wooden place on stilts, which reminded me of the houses in Cairns
or Darwin. There was a rice paddy across the road and greenery in
all directions. Bicycles are the most common mode of transport in
the city (though mopeds, tuk-tuks and cars do exist) so it was also
quiet and relatively unpolluted.

My companion, Megan Lee, had been working in Laos for a year, so
she was already acquainted with the local language, lifestyle and
customs. | found it all fascinating. We were invited to a bacci
(a house-blessing ceremony) at which a dozen Buddhist monks arrived
to make the blessing after being fed an enormous meal. They also
received some kip (the local currency), which, for some reason |
haven®t yet discovered, was hidden under their sticky rice.

Sticky rice! Weird and wonderful stuff. It"s the staple food of
Laos, a very glutinous and adhesive form of rice which can be
moulded In the hand and eaten with just about anything. It can
also be brewed into a wine. They served-both forms at the bacci,
along with various other strange and delightful dishes.

Part of the ceremony involved tying pieces of string around each
others®™ wrists. Each string is accompanied by a blessing for long
life, success, happiness, and so on. Almost everybody there wound
up with ten or a dozen strings on each wrist, which looked pretty
impressive until we saw a newly married couple a few days later.
Their wrists were so covered in string that 1 was surprised they
could still lift their arms.

Travel outside of Vientiane is quite restricted, even for locals.
We were lucky to be able to travel to Luang Prabang, the original
northern capital of Laos, by travelling with a colleague of Megan®s
who had relatives there.

Luang Prabang was beautiful. It"s located at the confluence of the
Mekong and one of i1ts major tributaries, surrounded by hills and
lush flora. The family lived near the center of town iIn a two-
storey building squashed in amid others; they were six or seven,
including grandparents and kids. Each morning all of them were up
before 6:00 to help prepare foods to sell in the markets. All of
their cooking was done on open fires at the back of the house.
There was quite an art to it and the results were always delicious.

We visited a number of wats (temples) and then we took a boat trip
up the Mekong to visit the Buddha Caves, where a number of the
idols have been stored iIn caverns overlooking the river to save
them from destruction at various times. A shorter boat ride took
us to a picnic spot near some waterfalls. The water level was not
high, so the falls were not spectacular, but it was still pretty.
We went for a dip in the river on the way back.

[continued on p.15]
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LAYING GOOD FOUNDATIONS

Dr A:

Hari Seldon
Very seldom
Gets a lay.

Out among

The stars like dust
Is Hari"s lust

To die unsung?

Is Raych to be
His only son?
Is there no fun
In Venabili?

By the Laws,

Is sex allowed?

Has she vowed

To drop her drawers?

Or would short circuits
Positronic

(How ironic!)

Give him fits?

Perhaps a whore~s
Hand-on-thigh

Will make him sigh,
Instead of Dors.

But 1T he

(Just by some chance,
At a late dance)
Gets a bit

Would it be
Adultery?

Or simply
Psychohistory?

No bother.

In the long run,
He will out-gun
Every other.

And this poem

Should not now tarry
For of Hari

It 1s known:

He will aid

Great populations;
His Foundations
Are well laid.



CONFICTION: A SURVIVOR®"S REPORT

by Harry Pol

Well, the 48th Worldcon is behind me, and 1 survived. It was the
first sf convention | have ever attended and it was a pretty mind-
boggling experience. Let me tell you a little about each day.

Thursday, August 23: The Minister of Welfare, Health and Cultural
Affairs opened the convention with a speech that was nicely timed.
She stopped just before she became boring. After that ConFiction®s
chairman, Kees van Toorn, introduced the Guests of Honour: Joe
Haldeman, Harry Harrison and Wolfgang Jeschke. Fan Guest of Honour
Andrew Porter and Toastmistress Chelsea Quinn Yarbro were also
introduced and then the show really got started.

The toughest part of the con was deciding what talk, discussion or
panel to attend. Sometimes as many as 12 items were running.

I went to a talk by Rusty Hevelin who iIntroduced Joe Haldeman to
the audience, not by summing up a bibliography but by talking to
friends and family, thus forming a picture of who Joe Haldeman is
and what he stands for.

There was an interesting panel which included Forrest J. Ackerman
and Hal Clement that looked at the past of Worldcons, the present,
and speculated on the future ones.

Mike Glyer had a talkshow in which he received all the Guests of
Honour . However, it was painfully obvious he had not done much
preparing of his questions, which left it to the guests to more or
less carry on the conversation. Harry Harrison had everyone 1iIn
stitches before even saying one word. He comes walking up the
stage carrying a bottle of Heineken which he puts down next to the
microphone, takes off his jacket, takes off his tie, loosens his
collar, then Kkicks off his shoes and finally sits down.

Later that evening Robert L. Forward gave a talk entitled
"Interstellar Flight"™ which was very interesting. The talk was
supposed to last an hour, but with all the questions and
discussions afterwards continued for another hour.

Friday had autographing sessions all day long in the Dealers®™ Room
and I managed to drop by to get books signed by Jack L. Chalker,
Poul Anderson, Hal Clement, Greg Bear, Harry Harrison, Brian
Aldiss, Anne McCaffrey and Robert Silverberg.

The day®s programme included a discussion entitled "I Hate SF - We
Love SF' with lan Watson, George R.R. Martin and M. John Harrison.
lan Watson had the ''Saddam Hussein part of hating SF" as he himself
put it.

The panel on "Unsuccessful Predictions”™ with Poul Anderson, Hal
Clement, Jack L. Chalker and Larry Niven was hilarious. It seems
even the best of "em make bloopers once in a while. Even Hal
Clement, epitome of hard sf, had the moon turning the wrong way
around the Earth in one of his stories!
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Harry Pol, Nieuwegein, The Netherlands 31 December, 1990

The article on Peshawar and its surroundings was interesting; |1
never realized parts of Pakistan are still governed by tribal laws.

I received the December 1issue of Ad Astra the same day as your
fanzine. There was a note from Arthur C. Clarke on the letters
page commenting on an earlier article, "Hollywood"s Negativization
of Space™. Let me quote:

"1 might mention that 1 was approached during the early stages
of "Total Recall™, being assured that it would show a very
positive picture of space colonization. 1 expressed guarded
interest and asked to see the script. When it arrived, |1
realized that it was "Rambo on Mars™ and wouldn®t touch it
with the proverbial barge pole."

I don"t know iIf you managed to catch the movie "in a theater near
you"™ but ""Rambo on Mars"™ pretty well sums up the plot. Would you
believe the movie is based on a story by Philip K. Dick?

Christmas had a great treat for me this year; 1 had sent a copy of
The Gods Themselves to Isaac Asimov, including a SASE and asking
him to sign 1t. He promptly did so and I had it back In less than
two weeks.

I guess all of those autographed books at ConFiction kind of set
me off...how do I get a SASE with Sri Lankan stamps | wonder?

[From a stamp shop, 1 suppose. But is he there? 1 thought
Clarke had left because of the civil war. Thanks for the
Worldcon report.]

A PESHAWAR TELEVISION GUIDE

[ tELEVISION |

Pehli Nashriyaat
Bismillah 7:00 a.m.:; Pehli Nash-
riyaat 7:00; Close Down 8:15.

Doosri Nashriyaat
Bismillah 4:15 p.m.; Baseerat
4:15; Igra 4:25; Science Gallery
4:35; Laurel & Hardy (Cartoon)
5:00; The Adventures of Little
Koala (film series) 5:05; Khabrain
5:30; T.V. Clinic 5:35; Khabroona
6:00; Ulasi jwand 6:10; Peengan
6:35, News in English 7:00;
Kaliyan 7:20; Tareckh Kahani
8:00; Khabarnama 9:00; Tijarti
Khabrain 9:30; Milli Maghma 9:40;
Pakistan Aur Jamhoriyat 9:45;
World War-I1T (flim serial) 10:15:
CAA Pakistan Open Squash Tour-
nament 11:05; Khas Khas Kha-
brain 12:35; Tomorrow's Pro-
gramme 12:37; Farman-e-Elahi
12:40; Close Down 12:50.
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[continued from p.4]

All too soon our two weeks were up. The
day we caught the ferry back to Thailand we visited one more
unusual site, a sculptor"s park seemingly made for fans of the
fantastic. Entirely made of concrete, the figures were almost all
violent and/or hideous: Oriental monsters carrying off women,
symbolic eclipses (one creature swallowing another), things with
lots of fangs and knives. And a big, hollow dome with several
levels inside, representing Heaven, Earth, and Hell. Hell had lots
of people strangling on treeroots or burning in flames.

We crossed the Mekong without any trouble, booked train tickets,
and decided to check out another sculpture park by the same artist
on the outskirts of Nong Khai. This one was not as gruesome, tho-
there was a very nice, tall sculpture of fanged serpents. Mostly
it was more conventional figures, buddhas, and towers. Another
interesting piece showed an elephant being hounded by a pack of
(what else) hounds. But the dogs all had human characteristics;
some were carrying rifles, others driving cars, and so on. Megan
believes that the sculptor was sympathetic to the Kking of Laos;
the royal icon was an elephant, and the dogs could represent the
communists at Liberation, so it seems to make sense.

We had sit-up on the overnight train to Bangkok. with a few
bottles of Thai amber fluid this wasn"t so bad, though we were
quick to miss the Tiger brand beer of Laos. After a few days in
Bangkok, we were back in the land of Murree Beer, about which, more
in a later issue.

Refugee Update: No progress here. In fact, the opposite. Kurdish

refugees have captured world attention now, and
people that have been in exile for over a decade just don"t rate
the same coverage In the papers. The capture of Khost may have hit
the headlines, but nobody here believes that military means alone
will produce a durable peace in Afghanistan. The UNOCA chief was
replaced at the end of 1990 and his successor is stressing the need
for political solutions. More and more of the combatants seem to
be realizing this, but still say Najib must go.

This month®"s front cover illustration, by Sune Watts, was swiped
from a book about Afghan refugee children published by the Swedish
Committee for Afghanistan.

The back cover shows the fist of Jihad rising out of Afghanistan
to protect 1t from Soviet helicopter gunships. The phrase on the
shield, "Allah-o-Akbar!" (God is Great!), is a common rallying cry
of the mujahideen.

There ain®"t no more to #4. Intending writers should note a return
to the original post office box number:

Chris Nelson, P.O. Box 1084, University Town, Peshawar, PAKISTAN
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