
Living in America  

 

 

Differences between America and Australia 

Seattle, April 2006 to November 2008 

 

1) Most obviously, the food is very different. High fructose corn syrup is in everything, yoghurt and 

bread can be sickly sweet, but after a few months you can't taste it any more. Chilli is just soup, it 

doesn't contain any chilli, and marinara sauce is Neapolitan sauce, it doesn't have any seafood in it. 

Biscuits are called cookies, they really don't understand scones. Most cereal has marshmallows in it. 

There is no cordial in supermarkets, but they will sell a couple of sachets of "Crystal Light", a powered 

cordial. Despite being next to some of the most fertile land in the world, actual fresh food is extremely 

expensive. All the agriculture is industrial, based on producing the maximum amount of food per unit 

of time (to get the government subsidies), rather than the cheapest healthiest food. So there is a glut of 

corn produced using more calories of fossil fuels than comes out in the corn, and a lot of cows feed 

antibiotics to counter the sickness they develop when they 

are force-fed corn. None of it is edible though, so it all goes 

into extremely cheap fast food, making fresh food a 

gourmet item. Oh, except pizza - which costs more per slice 

in the US than it does per pizza in Australia.  

 

2) Bus drivers won't give change. 

 

3) Banks here post out spam mail, dodgy companies pay to 

include offers with your statements, which doesn't invoke 

much trust in the integrity of your bank. But the whole 

banking system is archaic - transferring online between 

your own bank accounts takes three days to be processed, 

everyone still uses checking accounts (which you get zero 

interest for) and write each other checks, and you have to 

have a separate credit account rather than a debit card that 

works from your savings. I get a credit-card offer at least 

once a week. 

 

4) American girls bleach their teeth. 

 

5) Americans are extremely generous (probably to 

compensate for the total lack of social infrastructure) but don't always direct their generosity in 

particularly useful ways (eg, $27 million to build a Creationist Museum in Kentucky). My first week 

in Seattle I watched a very serious 17 year old girl on CNN who had started up a charity for those poor 

17 year old girls in New Orleans who lost their prom dresses to Hurricane Katrina, and their parents 

can't afford to buy another $500 prom dress for them to wear. By working really hard and raising 

money with all of her friends she succeeded in sending an emergency truck full of prom dresses to 

New Orleans. 

 

6) Public health only kicks in after your health bills have forced you to sell your house and have 

pushed you into poverty. Health insurance isn't something you get for next to nothing which covers 

designer glasses - it is a matter of life or death. 47 million Americans have no health insurance (it is 

really expensive), and a million people every year lose the gamble and become bankrupt due to 

medical expenses.  Even with decent health insurance a trip to the GP to get antibiotics cost me ~$150. 



"Universal health care" is actually considered a bad thing to 

many Americans. They seem to think it means politicians 

pick our doctors and tell them what medicine to give us, and 

don't realise they have lower life expectancies than us. They 

still have tuberculous and a high infant mortality too. 

 

7) There are more homeless people than you can imagine, out 

on street corners begging. At any given time there are around 

1 million homeless, every year 3.5 million Americans are 

homeless at one time or another (more than 1% of the entire 

population). Especially over-represented are military 

veterans (23%), African-Americans (49%), and ex-convicts 

(54%). 22% have severe mental illness, the majority have 

mental health issues. Oh yes - there is no public mental 

health support in America at all, unless you are in jail. 

 

8) A lot of people are in jail - one in every 32 American 

adults is in jail, making up 25% of the world jail population. 

 

9) Kids are entertainment. The big thing in country fairs at 

the moment is Mutton Busting. Regular rodeos are so blasé, 

who wants to see professionals safely at work? Far better to sign a waiver, strap your three-year onto 

the back of a sheep and see how long they can hold on before the sheep throws them off. Sure, the kids 

often have tears running down their faces and occasionally get badly injured, but if they win - free 

movie tickets. For the more sophisticated, they can watch kids being traumatised on cable. ñKid 

Nationò took 40 kids, aged 8 to 15, and put them in a desert ghost town and told them to run the town 

by themselves in front of the cameras. Four kids accidentally drank bleach that had been left in an 

unmarked soft drink bottle, one girl sprained her arm and another got facial burns from boiling grease 

while trying to cook. They taught the kids a lesson about American society too - the producers 

assigned each kid a caste at the start of the show, which they could not change. Four kids were 

selected to be the town council, with the power to award $20 000 to a kid at the end of each episode. 

The rest of the kids were divided into four castes - the labourers/cleaners (green team), the cooks 

(yellow team), the shopkeepers (blue team) and the upper class with no job to do (red team). Of 

course, the different castes each got different amounts of money to spend.  

 

10) There are hundreds of television stations, but only two or three shows worth watching.  

 

11) There is no social infrastructure. No 

public toilets and picnic tables in parks or 

shopping areas or even petrol stations - 

you have to buy something from 

Starbucks and get a code. Maybe it is 

because of the huge homelessness 

problem in the US - by making a 

neighbourhood where there are no public 

facilities you make it a desert for 

homeless people, who end up crammed 

into the one or two places that have the 

bare minimum for them to survive (a bus 

shelter and toilet). 



 

12) You are never quite sure that the crazy guy shouting on the bus isn't heavily armed. 

 

13) You have no idea how much anything 

costs. Don't trust price tags, they don't 

include tax (which varies item to item and 

state to state). Also tip. Don't bother 

collecting pennies, you'll never know how 

much anything costs to enough precision 

to actually use them. Unless of course you 

want to melt them down and sell them on 

the copper market - there is 1.4 cents of 

copper in each 1 cent piece. All the notes 

look the same and are made of paper.  

 

14) Their politics is polite on the outside 

but cut-throat behind the scenes. Donôt 

expect a politician to call other politicians a ñconga-line of suck-holesò, but massive electoral fraud 

and rumours of illegitimate black babies is almost expected. They donôt have a Queen, but at least half 

the population looks upon the President as semi-divine and omnipotent. 

 

15) The alcohol laws are really odd - not only do you have to be 21 (and they really enforce it, asking 

ID from anyone who looks like they could be under 30) but it is sold in odd places. Beer and wine can 

be bought everywhere, in the supermarkets, 7-11s and servos (but they have to stop sales at 2am or 

something), but spirits can only be bought at government shop-fronts.  

 

16) Flags. Everywhere. They love their flag. 



 

17) They also love their military. They have 1.4 million active military personal and 1.5 million 

reserves (nearly 1 in every 20 American adults). Airports have special lounges for US military, many 

places give active-service military people discounts, and basically anyone in uniform instantly gains 

respect. The love of the US military is so great that it is often assumed that everything the US 

government tells the military to do must be okay. The closest the US gets to helping citizens is to 

military veterans, who get partial aid in education and health care (but not mental health, which is why 

half of all the homeless Americans are veterans), making it one of the few options for low income 

youth.  

 

18) They don't tend to take holidays that much - Federal holidays are only automatic for Federal 

employees, most jobs only give you two weeks a year, and you are strongly encouraged not to take 

them. They certainly don't take sickies. 

 

American-Australian Translations 

 

Theyôll complement you on your accent a lot, try to be kind and not mention theirs. Theyôll be 

surprised when you say you are from Australia - since we donôt say ñcrikeyò like Steve Irwin they 

assume we are English.  

 

President Teddy Roosevelt was a 

terrible speller, and gave an 

executive order in 1906 to make 

American spelling simpler, such 

as dropping the "u" in labour, 

honour, colour and so forth. He 

also changed "-ise" to "-ize" and 

wanted to change dropped to 

dropt, learned to learnt and so 

forth.  

 

They wonôt have whipper-

snippers, they have ñweed-

wackersò.  

 

What they call a ñtruckò is really 

a ute. Iôm still not sure what they 

call actual trucks. 

 

You buy "gas" from a "service 

station", rather than petrol from a servo. 

 

They call textas "sharpies". You really don't want to hear them pronounce aluminium or acclimate. 

They pronounce bouy as "boo-ee" not "boy". 

 

They call gumboots ñrubber bootsò, thongs ñflip flopsò and g strings ñthongsò. They donôt know a 

dole bludger, feral, yobbo or a bogan. 

 

They donôt know what a fortnight is. They donôt even have the concept, being paid twice a month 

rather than every two weeks.  



 

They donôt know what busker means - they call them ñstreet performersò.   An apartment is only 

called an apartment if you rent it, if you own it it is called a condo.  

 

They have a 25 cent coin called a quarter (the most valuable form of currency in the US, because most 

apartments don't have a washing machine or drier, so you need the quarters for the building's common 

machine), and they call the four parts of a football game "quaters". There are four quarters in an 

academic year and they even call a quarter of a gallon a "quart". But when it comes to using fractions, 

they always say "one fourth", never "a quarter".  

 

They call lollies "candy" and hundreds-and-thousands "sprinkles". BYO is called a "potluck". 

Capsicum is "bell pepper", rockmelon is "cantaloupe", porrige is "oatmeal". They think that chips 

means "crisps". They don't know what soft drinks are, they call them either "soda" or "pop" depending 

on what part of the country they are from. They've never heard of fritz. They call their main meals an 

"entree", even though they are bigger than a normal main.  

 

ñLite beerò means low calorie beer. All their beers are low alcohol. The put their beer in a ñcoolerò 

instead of an esky. They donôt have stubbies or long necks, and donôt know the difference between a 

tipple and a night, or a pony, a middie, a butcher, a schooner, a pot and a pint. They donôt know what a 

bottle-o or a bottle shop is, and donôt realise that a hotel is a pub. They couldnôt tell you what grog, 

cleanskin or goon is. Actually, they have an extremely limited vocabulary for all things related to 

alcohol compared to us.  

 

They donôt understand cranky or crook.  

 

They call chemists ñdrug storesò. They donôt 

abbreviate university into uni. Theyôve never been to 

woop woop.  

 

Youôll start to notice that you shorten everything and 

add an ñeò on the end of it when people start in 

bewilderment. No brekkie, dinky, barbie, daggy, 

tanty, pokey, pressie, chockie, trackies (or trackie 

daks), truckie, yewy, vegies or mozzie. There is also 

no sickie, but that is because no one ever takes days 

off.  

 

They donôt know what an ambo is - and it is not 

because of their lack of health care, they call them 

ñambulance driversò.  

 

They donôt understand the subtle and varied meanings 

that bastard and bugger can have. They also think that 

calling a good friend a bastard is mean.  

 

They call their super ñ401(k)ò. Catchy name. 

 

They don't know that a slippery dip is a slide, but they 

call a seesaw a teeter totter. 

 



City of Roses, the Beaver State 

31/5/2007 Portland 

 

To celebrate much good news, we spent last weekend in Oregon. We started by catching the train 

Friday night from Seattle to Portland, with a long delay due to a fallen tree on the tracks. We pulled 

into the city at Union Station, which was opened on Valetine's Day 1896, and is the oldest continually 

operating train station in the US, still with the original hand-wound clocks. 

 

Portland was incorporated in 1851, after being founded by Lovejoy and Pettygrove. They actually 

flipped a penny over what to call the site - Lovejoy wanted to call it Boston (after his hometown), 

while Pettygrove wanted Portland (after his hometown). They still have the original penny in the 

Oregon History Centre. We found Portland to be a really liveable city, easy to walk around (with half-

sized city blocks) and very community minded with lots of parks and public art. They provide good 

services too, such as free take-and-leave yellow bikes and good public transport (including the deepest 

subway station in North America, the 79m deep Washington Park MAX stop). Portland is notable for 

having more microbrews (and, I'm guessing, tattoos) per capita than any city in the US, making self-

serve petrol illegal, and allowing public nudity. Its birthday is the 6
th
 of April.  

 

Columbia River 
 

We spent Saturday on a tour along the 

Columbia River Gorge and Mt Hood. The 

Columbia River is the fourth largest, by 

volume and length (1954km), river in the 

US, the only to cut through the Cascades 

(starting in the Selkirk Mountains of British 

Columbia) and the largest in the Americas 

to flow into the Pacific. Our guide told us 

about the history of the region, very 

amusingly (and also sadly) prefacing every 

comment with "according to geologists" 

(sigh... even in liberal Portland). The Gorge 

formed 20 000 years ago when the lake 

covering 8000 square kilometres of 

Montana (and 600 metres deep) burst out of 

its ice-dam and rushed down the river in a 

flood 370 metres high, pushing 2000 cubic 

kilometres of water down the river to carve 

out the Gorge. 

 

Our guide was very impressed with the 

highway, which was built by Samuel 

Lancaster between 1913 and 1922. He built 

the highway to be very scenic, topping at 

lookouts and waterfalls. Our first stop was 

Vista House, built in 1917 as a pit-stop on 

the scenic highway, were we saw our first 

Turkey Buzzard hovering overhead. After 

Vista House we plunged into the Douglas 

Fir rainforest. Our next stop was the first of 



many waterfalls, Latourell Falls (76 metres high).  

 

The next waterfall we visited was Multnomah Falls. At 189 metres it is the second tallest year-round 

waterfall in the US after Yosemite Falls. We also visited the Horsetail falls, named as such because of 

the way it weaves in the wind. 

 

Along the Columbia River we stopped to see Beacon Rock, standing in the middle of the river. At 850 

feet high, it is the second 

highest free-standing 

monolith in the world (after 

the rock of Gibraltar). 

 

For lunch we went to the 

classy joint the Char Burger 

with their thoughtlessly 

offensive mascot, Chief Char. 

It was painfully full of 

Americana and stereotypes, 

but we had nice burgers and 

the view out over the 

Columbia River was fantastic. 

It was just by the Cascade 

Locks, where the level of the 

river was raised 60 feet, to 

fuel a hydroelectric dam and to cover over the rapids in the region. The locks did force them to raise 

the Bridge of the Gods though, because it was below the new waterline. 

 

We drove inland from the Cascade Locks into the orchards of the Hood valley. The area was beautiful 

and fertile, but sadly enough their technique focussed on turning oil, rather than sunlight, into fruit, 

with each peach tree having a small propane burner to stop damage by frost, and powered windmills to 

keep the air moving over the crop. The area makes one million boxes of fruit each year, with the 

advantage that the high altitude retard the growth, giving fruit 

later into the season. 

 

Once we were over the peak of the Cascades the foliage changed 

from Douglas Fir to Ponderosa Pine (better able to grow in the 

drier conditions), with Alders in areas of secondary growth. We 

wove up to Mt Hood, getting many peaks of her as we wove 

through the mountains. Mt Hood (3429m) is the second most 

climbed mountain in the world (after Mt Fuji). We got to walk 

over the snow together, look up to the craggy mountain (framed 

with an American flag - you can never forget which country you 

are in here) or down the valley to the tree-line, and explore 

Timberline Lodge. 

 

Timberline Lodge was built in 1937 and dedicated by President 

Roosevelt. The lodge was beautiful inside, with elaborate animal 

carvings and iron-work on every surface, and an enormous 

multi-level fireplace warming the whole building. 

 



Portland 
 

In the evening we looked around Portland. The 1% for art 

rule (1% of all building projects must be spent on public art) 

has certainly endowed the city with great sculptures all over. 

We started at the Pioneer Courthouse Square (the oldest 

public building in the Northwest, built in 1869), which 

contains a weather sphere to give forecasts - Helia indicates a 

clear day, a dragon shows it will be stormy, and a Great Blue 

Heron indicates rain. 

 

Portland has over 700 parks, including Mt Tabor, the only 

dormant volcano within city limits and Forest Park (the 

largest city park in the US at 5000 acres, complete with elk 

and black bear). Our favourite park, however, must have been 

Mills End Park, which at 60cm wide is the smallest park in 

the world.  

 

To top off an excellent day we watched Pirate of the 

Caribbean in a very comfy cinema (every chair was a 

reclining couch). A fantastic movie - "do you think he plans it 

all in advance, or just makes it up as he goes along?" 

 

The coast 

 

Sunday we went on another tour, this time down to the Oregon coast. Our most interesting stop on the 

way (safely surpassing the pseudo-historical logging Camp 18) was the Kloutcha Creek Giant, the 

largest Sitka Spruce in the US (once the tallest, but the top crashed down in a storm, still the largest 

biomass). The tree is the oldest living thing in Oregon at 750 years old, and is 61 metres tall, 3.6 

metres in diameter and 1.4 metres in diameter. It is too unstable to walk under it (although considering 

we were allowed to walk within 61 metres of it, it can't have been that unsafe), but its smaller 

neighbour was largest enough to walk under the root system without ducking. 

 

After the Sitka Spruce we 

made it to Canon beach on the 

coast. We had lunch in the 

small town, then walked along 

Canon beach down to 

Haystack rock. The coast was 

beautiful and rugged, but being 

used to Australian beaches 

didn't quite live up to the hype. 

 

After Canon beach we wove 

down the coastal highway to 

Tillamook Bay. Our only visit 

was to the Tillamook cheese 

factory, were we tasted some 

cheese and ice-cream (I had 

marionberry icecream in a 



cone made from choc-chip cookies, interestingly Marion Berries were invented in Oregon by crossing 

blackberries to logan berries). We also learnt the interesting fact that every year a dairy cow turns 15 

000 kg of food and 48 000 litres of water into 7500 litres of milk. More gruesomely, each one of those 

litres of milk takes 320 litres of blood passing through the udder. 

 

On our trip back to Portland we passed many agricultural farming areas, including blueberries (Oregon 

is the largest producer of blueberries in the US, the biggest purchaser is the Federal government to turn 

them into die to stamp meat with "FDA approved") and baby Christmas trees (again, Oregon is the 

largest exporter). 

 

Portland 
 

We spent another evening exploring Portland's public art. Today was for bronze animals, we played 

with bronze bears, beavers, ducks, otters and dears on the sidewalk.  

 

We walked through Portland and 

looked at some beautiful old 

churches and museums, the old 

medical and dental building, and 

the central library inscribed with 

the names of famous philosophers, 

authors and leaders. We walked 

along Park Avenue, leafy green 

with many statues and fountains, 

including the Bronze Elk fountain, 

built as a water trough for city 

horses and still the primary 

watering hole for the Portland 

mounted police, and a fountains 

built for dogs to drink from (plus 

of course the many bubblers built to provide fresh water to the early residents and spur the 25% 

decrease in beer drinking). 

 

We also found Portlandia on the 

Portland building. At 12 metres tall and 

6 tonnes Portlandia is the second largest 

hammered copper statue in the US, but 

unlike her larger cousin she is based on 

Lady Commerce rather than Lady 

Liberty (I'm still unsure as to why Lady 

Commerce needs a trident). It was made 

in Washington DC by Raymond J 

Kaskey, then dissembled and 

transported to Portland by train in eight 

pieces in 1985. It is a magnificent 

statue, but rather hidden away. 

 

We had a simply amazing dinner at 

Higgens, before an early night's sleep. 

 



Monday morning we spent walking around the old town of 

Portland, starting with breakfast at Bijou. We didn't get to 

see them, but the old town sits atop a network of tunnels. 

Unlike Seattle, the tunnels were purpose built, and were 

actively used from 1850 to 1941 to Shanghai sailors. With 

1500 people per year sent into slavery, Portland became 

known as the Unheavenly City and the Forbidden City. The 

old town also includes China town and the Chinese 

Gardens. 

 

We also saw the old federal building and 

more public art, my favourite of which 

were the Chinese elephants.  

 

Finally we visited the Pearl district, with 

Powell's City of Books (the largest 

independent bookstore in the US), beautiful 

condos, and tiny parks where little children 

diligently tried to refill the fluctuating pool 

with a small cup. Portland is a genuinely 

lovable city. 

 

The Inside Passage 

13/6/2007 Inside Passage, Alaska 

 
This weekend we headed up to 

Alaska to cruise the Inside 

Passage. The trip started out 

well, with our hotel in 

Vancouver sharing a building 

with IHOP, making someone 

very happy. Our waitress 

Monica was charming, and 

made sure I didn't miss out on 

the final "drops of happiness" in 

the beer bottle. Friday morning 

we flew up to Prince Rupert, 

managing to hang on to our 

seats when they started kicking 

people off (the floods that cut 

Prince Rupert off by land means 

the plane had to fly with more 

fuel than normal to be able to 

make it back). 

 

Our first taste of wildlife came about ten seconds after hoping off the ferry from the airport to Prince 

Rupert - sitting on the rocks only metres below us was a bald eagle, with many others circling 

overhead. With their scavenger lifestyle, Bald Eagles up in Alaska and BC were as common as 

seagulls, and filling pretty much the same niche. 



 

We didn't stay in BC for very long, we meet Russell and Mandy and hopped on the ferry, the M/V 

Columbia, that was to be our home for the next few days. We had a long day to explore the ferry, 

which had a great observation lounge at the bow of the ship, and a deck overlooking the stern. We had 

a few beers in the cocktail lounge, some of us took naps, wrote a few postcards, and caught up with 

Russell and Mandy. The ferry had a nature guide, who broke up the day with ten minute talks about 

the area. One talk was about the different types of salmon - sockeye (red), chum (dog), pink 

(humpback), silver (coho) and king (chinook). The salmon are the main reason why the pacific 

northwest is so rich - their lifestyle causes a massive transfer of nutrients from the ocean inland. When 

they leave the streams they weigh only a few grams, but for their terminal return they weigh 10kg of 

rich nutrients. These salmon provide 70% of the nutrients for surrounding foliage, and when there are 

bears around the effect of salmon can travel a long way from shore. A single bear will remove 150 

kilos of salmon from a stream in a day, move it far inland, and then only eat a quarter of it. 

 

The first stop of the ferry after 

Prince Rupert was Ketchikan, 

Alaska. We hoped off for a small 

walk around, were we found that 

the ravens had a weirdly melodic 

and metallic call, in addition to the 

normal caw. After Ketchikan we 

met Daniel, who was a linguistics 

Masters student from Toronto who 

goes up to Petersburg every 

summer to work in a cannery, to 

earn the money for his studies. It 

seemed like most people were 

using the ferry as public transport 

rather than sightseeing. We had a 

few more beers with Daniel, who was great to talk to (and kept on laughing at our Australian-ness) and 

finally went to bed (well... sleeping bags on the deck) at sunset, which was about eleven o'clock and 

lasted for an hour. 

 

Sunrise was about 2:30am, so there wasn't too much sleep. We stopped at Wrangle about midnight, 

then at Petersburg at 5am.  

 



The mountains here were much higher than in the lower passages of the Inside Passage. The entire 

region formed 250 million years ago when the North American continent changed direction, creating 

the San Andreas fault line along the Pacific coast. The lateral shifts created cracks running along the 

coastline, and during ice ages (most recently the Wisconsin glaciation 10-70 thousand years ago) the 

glaciers flowed along the cracks, carving out valleys. The increased water level at the end of the ice 

age turned the area into a series of fjords and islands. It is remarkable at how well the landscape 

reflects the geology - when we looked at the mountains surrounding us, all mountains below 6000 

metres (the hight of the ice-fields) are rounded and smooth, while all mountains above 6000 metres 

(immune to the erosion by glaciers) are still sharp and jagged. 

 

In the afternoon we docked at Kake (the home of Alaska's tallest totem pole). 

 

The final stretch of the ferry was Kake to 

Juneau, through Stevens Passage. This was the 

richest part of the trip for wildlife. At times we 

were seeing something every five minutes - a sea 

lion that stuck its head up as we passed, a pod of 

orca, harbour porpoises, Dall's porpoise, or a 

humpback whale. The humpback whales in the 

Inside Passage have a unique technique of 

fishing - a group of a dozen whales swim in 

circles around a school of fish releasing bubbles 

while others make vocalisations, to encircle the 

fish in a bubble-net that they won't cross. They 

make the circle tighter and tighter, then they all swim up through the bottom of the net with open 

mouths, and decimate the school. 



 

Our final port was Juneau. We had good Mexican for 

dinner, then eventually found our way to our log cabin for 

the night (which took much effort). While we hadn't done 

much for the past few days it was good to sleep in a bed in a 

dark room, and even better to be able to wake up, and watch 

Bald Eagles on the lake. There were four or five around our 

cabin, including one which perched on the tree next to our 

cabin until it was 

chased away by a 

brave raven. We 

made scrambled eggs for breakfast, then headed off to 

Mendenhall Glacier, originally known as Sitaantaagu ("the 

Glacier Behind the Town") or Aak'wtaaksit ("the Glacier 

Behind the Little Lake") by the Tlingit people. 

 

Russell and Mandy had to hop back on the ferry after the 

glacier, so we had the rest of the day to explore Juneau. The 

town is in a spectacular setting, with the mountains and the fjords, but is actually quite ugly. The outer 

parts have charming log cabins, Nordic houses and stairwell roads, but the inside is all ugly modern 

buildings and roads, with no parks or trails (actually the whole area is impossible for pedestrians). The 

waterfront is the worst - it looks more 

like Disneyland than a real town. I 

guess it is all due to the Cruise ships, 

which every year drop off one million 

tourists (who don't walk any further 

than the waterfront), for a town of 

only 30 000, equivalent to doubling 

the size of the town with new tourists 

every ten days. 

 

We took the tram up to Mount 

Roberts, where we got to walk 

through the hemlock and spruce forest 

(threaded with Witch's hair lichen). 

We reached the tree line and saw a 

martin, before watching a very sanitised movie about the Tlingit people followed by offensive 

questions ("are you Eskimos?" "How 

many of you are there left?"). 

 

We finished up the day in the Silverbow, 

eating excellent bagels and taking turns 

to walk around (there was no luggage 

storage facility for us to leave our bag 

after the nice girl at the information 

centre left her shift). After my shift I got 

to see the Alaska State Building and St 

Nicholas, a Russian Orthodox Church 

built in 1894. 

 



Fremont solstice parade 

16/6/2007 Seattle 

 

Yesterday we had great fun at the 

Fremont Solstice Parade, the largest 

clothing optional parade in the world.  

 

The parade started with the body-painted 

cyclists. It was actually a fantastic 

display, some had obviously been 

planning their costumes for months 

(others, I think, just took off there clothes 

on the day). My favourites were the 

"Where's Wally" team and the dragon 

tandem bike, but there were many fantastic displays. 

 

Plenty of floats came afterwards, the leather boys 

BBQ, Bush and co. war criminals, Egyptian 

pyramid builders, Ents, corporate monsters of 

greed, recyclers, solstice hugs, and plenty more. It 

was easily the best parade that I have ever seen, 

even better because it is organised by the 

community. 

 



Of course there were a few wackos at the parade 

with signs cursing us all, yelling into bullhorns that 

we were going to hell. I'm not sure exactly where in 

the Bible it says "God hates Parades" (although it is 

vaguely consistent), so we'll just have to consider 

these people successful examples of being 

brainwashed into hating their own body and 

sexuality, and being spiteful that others still have the 

capacity to enjoy themselves. Still, it takes an extra 

something special to take up a bullhorn and yell 

"you are going to be set on fire for eternity" at the 

float of five year-old girls on unicycles wearing fairy costumes. At least we live in a city liberal 

enough that everyone deliberately started cheering whenever he raised the bullhorn, to drown him out. 

 

An enormous street fair afterwards, with tens of thousands of people, and a BBQ with friends. A day 

well spent. 

 

Halloween 

27/10/2007 Seattle 

 

I think Halloween displays all the best traits of Americans. 

 

The fact that Americans celebrate a heavily pagan festival at all says a lot - while many Americans are 

deeply religious, before that they are anti-authoritarian. If they enjoy something that their religion 

frowns upon they either ignore authority, or start up a new religion which allows it. American 

Catholics are more likely to support contraception use and the death penalty than other Catholics. 

Northern Baptists that dislike their church tolerating homosexuality just become Southern Baptists. 

This might be why much of the rest of developed world has become secular (when their ethics came 

into conflict with their religion, they gave up their religion), while America is still so religious 

(conflict? just start a new religion that suits you). So even heavily religious Americans are willing to 

throw themselves into this pagan festival. 



 

And they really do throw themselves 

into it. 80% of adults give out candy 

and 93% of children go trick-or-

treating. It is the one event where 

America seems like a community - kids 

will wander the neighbourhood and be 

greeted warmly by strangers with 

compliments and gifts. People go to a 

huge amount of effort, far more than 

Australians do for any holiday, taking 

months to decorate their houses, carve 

pumpkins, and set up elaborate garden 

displays. A lot of people hand-make 

costumes, planning months in advance.  

 

We celebrated our first Halloween with 

our dear friends Luke and Shyla. We 

went to a party in Pioneer Square hosted by Shyla's work friends. The entire apartment was decked out 

for Halloween, down to dry ice in the drinks and fake spider-webs over the lampshades. Everyone was 

so happy and having so much fun, we stayed out partying until 4am, and had an absolute ball, one of 

the best nights out I've ever had. 

 

During Halloween Americans are generous with their time and money to friends and strangers alike. 

They let their hair down and really throw themselves into enjoying life, with an energetic zest that is 

uniquely American. 

 

The danger of religion and nationalism to America today 

1/11/2007 Seattle 

 

There are signs everywhere that segments of America are becoming increasingly hostile towards 

Muslims. The hostility was deeply embedded into the American psyche by the religion of those 

individuals who attacked the United States on September the 11th. These attacks highlighted two of 

the dangers of religion. The first is the obvious one, religion can induce people to commit horrendous 

actions, because it places the authority of a God over that of human morality. To the extent that the 

terrorists were guided by faith, religion does indeed have much to answer for. The second danger of 

religion is less obvious and more insidious.  

  

Religion is used as a boundary between in-groups and out-groups. The terrorists were not directly 

harmed by the United States, rather they identified themselves as part of an in-group, Islam, which 

they perceived as under attack. Likewise, the targets were not those directly responsible for the United 

States foreign policy, but rather those people who self-identified as the in-group, Americans, who 

included those in power. In effect, religion and nationalism neatly divided the world into ñusò and 

ñthemò, and 3000 innocents tragically died. 

  

It is so important for us to not fall into this trap of using in-groups and out-groups to vent rage. If we 

move from anger towards terrorists who identify themselves as Muslim to anger towards all who 

identify themselves as Muslim, we plunge into a war which will not cease. Israel and Palestine, two 

countries thrown into conflict by inept distribution of land by the great powers, demonstrate this 

principle all too well. The self-identifiers are clear, Jewish vs Muslim, Israeli vs Palestinians. An 



Israeli sees their country under attack by suicide bombers who are Muslims and Palestinian. Their 

anger is directed at all who they perceive as being part of these in-groups, and injustices are done, 

people are deprived of land and water, missiles kill innocents. One of those who identify themselves as 

Muslims and Palestinians blame all those who are Jewish or Israeli, and a rocket or suicide attack can 

be non-specifically aimed into Israel. The cycle of conflict gets deeper. The conflict also gets wider, 

non-Palestinians Muslims pick up the anti-Israeli hatred, Israel-aligned Westerners blame all Muslims. 

The conflict causes internal fractures, the Deputy Prime Minister of Israel, Avigdor Lieberman, 

advocates stripping citizenship from those who are both Israeli and Muslim. 

  

Is this happening in America today? Have religious lines drawn simple ñusò and ñthemò groups, that 

allow a fear of a few extremists to find vent in hostility towards all those who identify with that 

religion? There are dangerous signs that this is indeed happening. At the level of the government, 

Guantanamo Bay is dangerously skirting the edge of the Constitution. One of the great clauses of the 

US Constitution is that it guarantees that all those within the US jurisdiction are granted all the rights 

and protections of the US Constitution, with only the right to vote being reserved for citizens. Yet 

Guantanamo inmates have not been granted access to a fair and speedy trial. This possible 

Constitutional violation has created barely a murmur, with many citizens willing to assume that the 

government will act in good faith, and only hold those who deserve it. Of course, the important 

question, besides the personal rights of those imprisoned, is how can we know the government is 

holding those who are guilty without judicial oversight to analyse the evidence?  

  

Of 775 detainees who have been 

brought to Guantanamo, 340 have 

been released and another 110 

have been labelled as ready for 

release. In the governmentôs own 

assessment, half of all the 

prisoners, some kept in isolation 

for years, are either innocent or 

pose no significant threat. In light 

of this, should we be wonder about 

the basis on which the government 

is committing violations of human 

rights and the US Constitution? 

Should we consider the case of 

Khalid El-Masri, a German 

arrested while on holiday in 

Macedonia? El-Masri had the misfortune to have the same name as an al-Qaeda operative, and he 

spent two months in a CIA prison in Afghanistan, during which time he claims he was tortured. The 

CIA finally released El-Masri and have admitted wrongful imprisonment, but no apology or 

compensation has occurred and there have been active efforts to keep the news profile of this case low. 

Or perhaps we should consider the case of Brandon Mayfield? An American Muslim lawyer who was 

arrested as a suspect for the Madrid attacks based on a partial fingerprint match. He was held for two 

weeks before the FBI reanalysed the evidence and found it to be lacking. In this case an apology and 

compensation ensued, and most tellingly the FBI admitted that Mayfieldôs religion contributed to the 

investigator overriding the poor quality of the fingerprint match. Truly religion has become a factor for 

discrimination in the current Administration. 

  

Is it only the government at fault? There are symptoms of a growing hostility in the American people, 

not directed at those who pose a threat to America, but more broadly to all those in the same religious 



in-group. Six Imams were removed from a flight after some passengers felt threatened by their prayer. 

Raed Jarrar was forced to cover up his shirt (with Arabic writing on it) at JFK airport. It is likely in 

both cases that the people in question deliberately pushed the boundary to draw controversy, but that 

does not excuse the response in either case. Or take the case of Congressman-elect Keith Ellison. The 

first Muslim elected to government, like all Representatives he will be formally sworn in under the 

Constitution. Like many Representatives, he will choose to follow this with a non-formal photo-op 

where he swears an oath on a book he considers holy. For a number of Americans, the use of the 

Koran instead of the Bible in a photo-op is creating outrage. The American Family Association is 

lobbying to ban the use of any book other than the Bible, Dennis Prager led an attack on Keith Ellison, 

which garnered a surprising level of support, considering even a simple level of understanding of 

American history demonstrates that the United States was not founded on Christianity, but rather on 

secular enlightenment. We had the situation where a journalist had the audacity to ask Keith Ellison to 

prove that he was not an enemy of the United States. 

  

This discrimination against groups based merely on their religion does not only fuel hostility in 

Muslim countries, it threatens to rip America apart from within. When Jerry Klein suggested on his 

talkshow that all Muslims in the United States should be identified with a crescent-shape tattoo or a 

distinctive arm band, his phone-lines jammed with responses. Many were offended at the very 

suggestion, and a disturbing number were vocally supportive, and went even further "What good is 

identifying them? You have to set up encampments like during World War Two with the Japanese and 

Germans." Klein deliberately manipulated his audience to create controversy, and in all likelihood 

carefully selected respondents which fuelled it further. However these are not isolated views. A Gallup 

Poll taken soon after found that 40% of Americans admitted to at least some prejudice against 

Muslims, 40% favoured American Muslims to be forced to carry a special ID, a third believed that 

American Muslims were sympathetic to al-Qaeda, and 22% said they would not want to live next door 

to a Muslim. 



  

The subtle threat of religion is clear ï America is starting to fracture down religious lines, where 

people can despise each other to the point of violating their rights, simply due to their religion. On the 

global scale both religion and nationalism create boundaries, drawing artificial lines allowing 

extremists on both sides to say ñyou are either with us or you are against usò. The why is no mystery. 

Most religions teach that their adherents are superior in the eyes of an absolute power. Nationalism too 

teaches that members of your own country are worth more than foreigners, how many Rwandans is 

one American worth? During the 1994 genocide US Lieutenant General Daniel Schroeder, US 

Commander of the join task force on Rwanda, said ñone American causality is worth about 85,000 

Rwandan deadò. 

  

In a world where the richest two percent of adults own half the worldôs wealth, and the poorest fifty 

percent of adults own one percent of the worldôs wealth (the latest figures from the World Institute for 

Development Economics Research), we need to stop evaluating people in terms of whether they share 

a religion or nationality with us, and start treating each human being as being intrinsically equal. The 

insidious ñusò and ñthemò mentality propagated by religion and nationalism is a xenophobic remnant 

which degrades us all. 

 

A weekend in San Francisco 

2/12/2007 San Francisco 

 

We flew down to San Francisco on Friday 

morning for my British citizenship 

ceremony. The Consulate General got up 

and said that he'll assume we know all 

about the United Kingdom, and really the 

only thing he wanted us to know was the 

right way to hang up the Union Jack. 

Really it is such a silly idea for a country 

to have an almost symmetrical flag where 

the sign of distress is to hang the flag 

upside down. We all then had to pledge 

our allegiance to the Queens and the rights 

and responsibilities of being a British 

citizen. Of the twenty of so of us there, 

one kid swore an oath, while everyone else made an affirmation - a surprisingly ratio in the US, but a 

very European one. We then had tea and biscuits with the Consulate General. 

 

After the ceremony we walked down to the wharves and up into China town. We saw fortune cookies 

being made, and bought some adult fortune cookies to the delight of my lab when we got back to 

Seattle. That evening we had dinner on Nob Hill, and then went on a vampire tour. The tour was 

performed by a lady dressed up as a vampire, who walked us around Nob Hill pointing at interesting 

places and describing the local history, all the while pretending that all the significant characters in 

San Francisco were vampires, and the whole city revolved around Count Dracula. It was entertaining 

in parts (Lydia was cranky at her dismissal of Buffy), but forced and painful in other parts. My 

favourite part of the tour was when she was talking about the Pacific-Union Club. It is a very 

Republican club, and when the Democrats have conventions in San Francisco they have them in the 

Fairmont Hotel, next to the Pacific-Union club, "because it is the most liberal hotel in the city". During 

conventions the Pacific-Union Club closes the curtains of all of the windows in the club, so they don't 

have to see Democrats (presumably they go through San Francisco with blindfolds on). When I asked 



how a hotel could be considered liberal, 

she said "well, they allow pets inside, and 

also once I was taking a tour and a lady 

fell down and cut her knee - well the 

people in the hotel fixed her up with a 

first aid kit for free!" Yep - free health 

care, sounds liberal by US standards. 

  

Saturday was shopping and a trip to 

Alcatraz, and then on Sunday we hired 

bikes and rode over the Golden Gate 

bridge. A very enjoyable weekend. 

 

American innovations 

7/12/2007 Seattle 

 

1859 - Nathan Ames from Massachusetts patents the first escalator, now the US has more than 30 000 

escalators and 90 billion riders each year. 

1983 - Lanny Potts from Oklahoma invents the StairMaster5000, so people can drive to the gym and 

work off the calories they gained from riding on escalators for the previous 124 years. 

 

1957 - Richard Marshall from Illinois discovers the chemical reaction to produce high fructose corn 

syrup, the average American now consumed 28.4 kg (63 pounds) of high fructose corn syrup every 

year.  

1997 - Karen Miller-Kovach from New York invents the Weight-Watchers formula to allow 

Americans to count the extra pounds they have put on from 40 years of eating high fructose corn 

syrup. 

 

Snow in Seattle 

15/1/2008 Seattle 

 

Last night an inch of snow fell 

lightly onto Seattle. I love the way 

snow feels when you walk across 

it, the reassuring crunch under 

your shoe, the sense of the exotic. I 

also love the way it quickly leaves 

the roads and footpaths, but gives a 

pretty white cover over the 

rooftops, and decorates the bushes 

in people's gardens, giving the city 

such a beautiful veil. I don't love 

what snow does to Seattle's 

transport network. 

 

Being from Australia, I don't really know much about snow, so I can't be too quick to judge. Just based 

on physics though, I would have guessed that snow falling onto roads covered with water from a 

heavy rain followed by a night of sub-zero temperatures might result in a layer of ice covering the 

roads. From the frantic noises outside, not everyone came to the same conclusions. 

 


