Aaargh...! I can feel the moist air making my breath heavier and

dampening the spirit like fog on the beach. After the blazing sun and

baking sand of the desert, the gray, hazy skies of DC leave one

gasping for light. From the furnace to the sauna! At least I can 

walk or bike outside without fear of getting cooked.

It was only a week but felt like a different life altogether. Maybe it

is just me but the west, especially California, has always been

refreshing to my spirits, infusing new energy into life, filling me

with boundless hope and enthusiasm. In California the future is

today! What the rest of the world sees only in movies is everyday life

there. The intense creativity and overwhelming pace of innovation is

visible everywhere, leaving crusty intellectual types from the east

coast to turn up their noses at the lack of "culture." 

Well, if you can't keep up, you can always stay in the slow lane, but

don't say others are going nowhere.

I and my parents drove from Phoenix to Vegas and from there to L.A and

San Diego, returning to Phoenix through the Gila river valley, in four

days. Then we drove up to the Grand canyon and back in a day, for a

total of 1800 miles in about five days. Most of the driving was done

in the desert. 

Though fleeting, we had a glimpse of almost every aspect of nature

imaginable, and experienced a bit of everything from sin city to

fantasyland. Now back to real life :-)
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1. Driving in the desert is a meditation in itself, whether it is

because driving at over 75mph on the not infrequent winding mountain

road you are aware of nothing other than the lane markers, or because

the endless expanse of sand dotted by cacti and desert scrub gives you

a feeling for the infinite. Like the vastness of the ocean and outer

space tugs at the soul of man with the call of the unknown and the

transcendent, the desert strips away the 

stifling hold of the mundane and tempts you with the allure of getting

lost in a limitless, supernatural, almost extraterrestrial world.  

2. America West has no flights at all to S. Dakota, Wyoming,

Tennessee, Mississippi, Missouri, Kentucky, S. Carolina or West

Virginia. But there are a whole lot of cities in Montana where it

flies to. Must be all the vacation spots and summer ranches of movie

stars and tycoons.

3. The whole of the Southwest is a big energy and resource sink

---sucking out the last drop of water and electricity from the Rockies

and spending it lavishly in the desert and semi-arid cities with their

enormous malls, ubiquitous air-conditioning, and friggin' year-round

golf courses. But you can't help marveling at the sheer nerve of

people who build these sprawling cities in the middle of the desert. I

am sure, once the Rockies dry out, they will convert large chunks of

desert into open air power stations and desalination plants generating

electricity from the sun and wind, with pipelines carrying water from

the ocean. Even more amazing is that all these settlements started

before the days of air-conditioning and automobiles. What people

wouldn't do for gold and silver!

3. The introductory video at Hoover dam praises the people who built

it for converting the "wild and untamed Colorado river to a useful

servant for the progress of civilization." Sure they won't put it in

those same terms today, but if you think about it, all of the west was

a savage, formidable wasteland to the pioneers. Sort of how we look at

the inhospitable planet Mars today. The spanish explorers who ran into

the grand canyon are said to have been merely disappointed at this

obstacle to crossing the Colorado river rather than being enchanted by

its majesty.

4. All of the desert is a testimony to nature's ability to adapt and

create new life out of seemingly nothing--and some of it quite

intricate and beautiful such as the Joshua trees of which we saw whole

forests and the Saguaro cactus--the state tree of Arizona whose 

silhoutte greets you from the license plates of cars. As impressive as

the flora and fauna are the houses springing up even in the middle of

barren nowhere, just another sign of life

trying to hold on and grow wherever it can.

5. If this were Europe there would be bungee jumping and cable cars

going from the south rim to the north rim at the Grand canyon, I

think. Glad that it is not.

6. Two items in the news that make for an interesting irony: White

farmers in Zimbabwe are getting chased out of their land and beaten

up, while black farmers in the US are finally winning a lawsuit

against the USDA for discrimination.

7. The extent of the progress of civilization in a country might be

indicated by the level at which people group together. In the most

primitive state, people claim allegiance to a clan or tribe, for ties

of blood are the strongest. I feel a little of the clan pride when

I meet my assorted nephews and cousins. At the next stage loyalty to a

chief, a king or an emperor. Looking at it this way, even imperialism

could be seen as humanity's attempt to expand, unite and evolve. At a

more advanced level there is allegiance to a system, such as

democracy. Then comes allegiance to an idea, such as communism. I hope

Americans become the first country to unite around the values of

freedom, equality and justice for all. The French tried. But for the

U.S it is imperative that it succeeds in this, for there will be

nothing else to bind this diverse nation together in a few decades.

But first there needs to be real freedom, equality and justice.

8. Two different ways to approach (romantic) love:

a) look for compatible qualities, then fall in love

b) fall in love, accept all differences

Love is irrational, based on emotion-- so looking for desirable

qualities is not love. And looking for love is not the same as looking

for marriage. Those who fall in love and are able to get married to

their beloved are lucky. Same holds for those who get married and then

fall in love with their spouse. But a certain amount of emotional

attachment, passion, and romantic tension are needed to tide over

differences and keep a marriage strong, because no matter how

compatible and suitable two people are, there will always be 

differences and hard times. So I guess a balance is needed. Love and

passion creates a great marriage; but dedication and compatibility

gives better chance for a lasting marriage.  Similar to investment:

more gain -> more risk -> more gain. It is a question of how much risk

you are willing to take. I am a big risk-taker:-) And I prefer to fall

in love, at first.

9. To achieve enlightenment or success in any aspect of life great

determination is needed, and great discipline and renouncement of

sensual and worldly pleasures; Gilbert Murray, an English writer, said

that Gandhi makes a dangerous enemy (to the British) because he is

detached from worldly pleasures and gives no purchase over his body

and mind. But I prefer to experience love and attachment and

suffering--this experience makes me more human, with a deeper

perspective; renouncement and detachment now will deprive me of some

experiences; Or as a Zen master (Suzuki Roshi?) said, renouncement is

not giving up things, but knowing that they go away. And when you are

enlightened, things will fall off like dry leaves.

Question is, can you get enlightened when you are still holding on? I

think you can, but it is very hard and one has to be very careful.

10. One way to do that would be to approach world with a view of

everything as God and develop love for everything; mind will be still

pure; moreover, experiencing love helps body and mind to develop and

prepares it and develops it; and when you develop love for one person,

it naturally expands to love for others. I think we all have had that

feeling of love for everything related to a person when we are in love

with that person. Also with the right partner it should be possible to

develop spiritually, together.

11. A friend of mine (you know who you are!) used to say that every

woman is attractive and sexy--you just have to imagine her naked. (I

wouldn't recommend that, but just for the sake of argument :-)) I was

looking at a photography book at the "Books a million" in Dupont

circle. It had nude pictures of women from all walks of life, women of

all ages, races, etc., None of them could be called a model. (And some

of them were quite a distance from being called a model).

Nevertheless, it was, what shall I say -- exciting--to look at each 

one of those pictures. I wonder how women feel about men in this regard?

12. Low-points of civilization:

I think a milestone on the road to perdition was reached when someone

bought a wad of gum chewed and spit out by a baseball player on e-bay.

13. Notes on the Pontiac Grand Prix:

Pros: Spacious, lots of power, good acceleration, low noise,

comfortable ride, decent sound system, decent mileage, big tank (about

400 miles on fill-up, with 3 people and luggage),

spacious trunk, lots of neat features like warning beep if headlights

are left on or if turn signal stays on too long, inside lights go off

automatically only when car is completely locked, cruise control gets

set with one touch (so you can basically drive the car on cruise

control with occasional pumping of gas pedal).

Cons: Uncertain handling: Maybe I am just getting old but I never felt

confident with this car on tight curves at high speed; at the

beginning it might have had to do with poorly inflated tires but even

after I inflated them I didn't feel very confident though it did

handle better. Cruise control doesn't respond quickly to sudden

acceleration and deceleration. There is no button for opening trunk

from inside. Wide and curvaceous body makes it difficult to park or

maneouver in tight spaces.

