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Hello!  G’day!  Jambo! 

We’d thought of renaming this annual missive Robert 

and Liza’s Adventure Travel Newsletter, but decided to 

stick with The Weissler Holiday Gazette instead.  It is 

hard to believe that an entire year has passed since we 

got the last version of this letter in the mail!  As usual, 

we’ve been very busy.  Let’s catch up.... 

Work, Work, More Work 

There was obviously a clerical error at the California 

Lottery headquarters, because our multi-million dollar 

payoff checks have still not arrived, and lottery officials 

are extremely unsympathetic when we try to convince 

them of how deserving we are of the big prize, lack of 

winning tickets notwithstanding. 

So until we can get this resolved, we’re both still 

working at the RAND Corporation in Santa Monica, 

Robert working on various projects, Liza still managing 

RAND’s computer networks and systems.  It was a 

tumultuous year for Liza in particular; a couple of 

personnel losses and a really good job offer from USC 

nearly had her on Trojan territory again, but she instead 

was persuaded to stay put.  RAND’s Washington DC 

office moved in July, which meant two trips to DC and 

lots of work for her setting up new networks and 

systems.  Robert, in the meantime, was involved with a 

project investigating the value of regional geographic 

information system (GIS) centers to support training 

lands management for the Army.  This meant he visited 

a number of active installations including Forts Lewis 

(WA), Irwin (CA), Hood (TX), AP Hill (VA) and 

Aberdeen Proving Grounds (MD). 

We were somewhat worried when OJ Simpson: Phase 

II, the Civil Suit moved to Santa Monica, 

inconveniently enough, right across the street from 

RAND.  And RAND, ever on the lookout for a buck 

these days, “leased” some of its parking space to the 

media.  But thankfully, the proceedings have not turned 

the area into a total circus. 

Fire, Rain, and Other Hazards 

Working is one thing; getting there is another.  We’ve 

had our share of diversions interrupting our 26-mile 

(each way) commute, including severe mudslides 

following heavy rains on Pacific Coast Highway, large 

sinkholes closing two of the three possible canyon 

routes we can drive to even get to PCH to begin with, 

and most recently, fire roaring through the third canyon.  

Add to this, signals going out at inconvenient times, 

accidents, and people generally driving stupidly as they 

ogle “actors” from the Baywatch television series 

cavorting in bikinis in Malibu, and you’ll agree that our 

commute can be a big pain at times. 

To try to make things a little easier, we’re now doing 

some limited telecommuting, working early at home 

some mornings via our home network and spiffy ISDN 

connection to RAND, and driving in when traffic 

lightens up.  But don’t tell RAND that; telecommuting 

is still a four-letter word to upper management! 

Around the World In... 

Well, we didn’t quite go ‘round the world, but it seemed 

like it!  Actually, 1996 was supposed to be our “stay 

closer to home” year, but that concept didn’t last very 

long.  In fact, we blew it almost immediately by ringing 

in the new year in Belize, formerly British Honduras, on 

the Yucatan Peninsula.  Traveling with Victor Emanuel 

Nature Tours of Austin, Texas, we were led by Victor 

Emanuel himself and young colleague Peter English in a 

week of birdwatching at Chan Chich, a “resort” built on 

a Mayan burial site deep in the Belizean rainforest.  

Chan Chich is part of a larger property, several hundred 

thousand acres, known as the Gallon Jug farm, owned 

by sixth-generation Belizean Barry Bowen.  Mr. Bowen 

also happens to own the Coca-Cola distributorship in 

Belize, as well as the Beliken beer brewery.  The 

immediate benefit to us was that visitors to Chan Chich 

get unlimited beer and coke, something that came in 

quite handy after long walks in the warm, semi-humid 

rainforest looking for tropical birds.  

The resort itself consisted of a number of thatched-roof 

cabañas built around a Mayan plaza, with immaculately-

groomed gardens, trails leading off in multiple 

 

The view from the hammock at our Chan Chich cabaña. 
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directions, howler monkeys bellowing in the distance, 

and best of all, comfy hammocks on the wide porches.  

Liza vegetated much of one afternoon in her hammock, 

watching a spider build an elaborate web, knowing that 

USC was playing in the Rose Bowl but not caring too 

much at that point about the outcome! 

In April we picked ourselves up and returned to our 

favorite country to visit (so far), Australia.  This time 

we concentrated on the northeast, in tropical Far North 

Queensland.  Out of Cairns, we took a day-cruise to 

Michaelmas Cay, just one of many sandy little cays 

surrounded by coral reef and impossibly turquoise, 

warm, clear water.  It was also a bird sanctuary 

populated primarily by noddies and terns.  The only 

hazard there was the sun, Robert’s feet-tops and Liza’s 

shoulders getting thoroughly burnt.  (Shoulders aren’t 

too bad, but you try wearing shoes with sunburnt feet!) 

Our Australian rainforest explorations (can you detect a 

theme in our travels this year yet?) started in Kuranda, 

up the road and inland a bit from Cairns, where we 

looked for cassowaries and other uniquely Australian 

birds after Robert recovered from a bad-pineapple-

induced illness.  We stayed at a dumpy place called 

Cassowary House, where we indeed finally did see a 

cassowary.  Cassowary House itself looked like a 60’s-

reject-hippie colony complete with a parked, pot-

smoke-filled Volkswagen bus that had seen better days.  

Our second-story room had a nice balcony looking into 

the tree canopy, but also had an interesting collection of 

huge spiders and beetles whose main goal in life, it 

seemed, was to block Liza’s access to the bathroom 

(also on the balcony). 

Leaving Kuranda, we traded in our “normal” rental car 

for a rugged 4WD Mitsubishi Pajero (complete with a 

big shiny “kangaroo guard” on the front), crossed the 

Daintree River by ferry, and headed up the seasonal, 

unpaved coast road to Cape Tribulation.  The Cape was 

so named because Captain J. Cook’s ship Endeavour 

ran aground on the coral reef just off the cape, in the 

1780’s, and as he later wrote, all his troubles started 

there.  The cape had its own share of problems in 1996, 

suffering through a 100-year flood that completely 

covered the road, nearly wiped out the Daintree ferry, 

and generally wreaking havoc – yes yet another 

vacation destination was “pre-disastered” for us.  But 

our journey up to the cape and beyond on subsequent 

days was fine.  En route we passed cove after cove with 

pristine sands, beautiful clear water, tropical forest 

running right down to the sand...and no people!  Why, 

we wondered, was nobody taking advantage of what 

looked like heaven? 

Two big reasons: estuarine crocodiles and box jellyfish.  

10-to-14 foot crocodiles inhabited the brackish waters 

where streams met the sea, waiting for an easy meal, 

and the jellyfish in the waters from October through 

April are purportedly the world’s most poisonous 

creatures. 

But if you stayed out of the water...it was heaven.  We 

holed up at the gorgeous Coconut Beach Rainforest 

Resort on Cape Trib for a few days, looking for more 

birds, successfully avoiding leeches, and swimming in 

the resort’s pools (said to be “extra-wildlife-free”). 

From Cape Tribulation we went on to Mossman, a 

sugar-cane town down the coast; went on an excellent 

birding boat-trip on the Daintree River with Chris 

Dahlberg, the local authority on those parts; spent a day 

in the “outback” at Chillagoe Caves; and returned to 

Cairns to a room whose balcony overlooked extensive 

mudflats populated by millions of little crabs.  The 

flying foxes (fruit bats) streaming through the air at 

dusk provided much entertainment, too.  

We wrapped up our time down under with a couple of 

days back in Sydney.  This time we not only managed to 

figure out (sort of) the rabbit-maze of streets, but also 

enjoyed a wonderful dinner our last night at an outdoor 

restaurant on Circular Quay, where we had a great view 

of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and Opera House, 

beautifully illuminated at night with the lights sparkling 

on the water. 

Closer to home...really...we spent the Memorial Day 

weekend at “our” bed and breakfast in southeast 

Arizona, the Casa de San Pedro near Hereford.  

(Internet types among our readers can check out 

http://travelassist.com/reg/az209s.html for more info.)  

Robert’s tour of Army bases and Liza’s Washington DC 

work-fest followed.  Despite having to work, Liza had 

quite a good time in DC visiting her Aunt Maureen, 

cousins Bob & Pam, Frank & Liz and their families – in 

particular, watching the July 4th fireworks from the Iwo 

Jima memorial with Bob and Pam and sons Chris and 

Nick, and bike riding with Bob and Chris in and around 

Alexandria.  Another highlight was Liza’s being able to 

attend a rehearsal of the Washington Change-Ringing 

 
Ferrying our spiffy 4WD across the Daintree River to the 
Cape York Peninsula, Far North Queensland. 
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Society (bell-ringers) in the central tower of the 

National Cathedral.  (If you ever want a thorough intro 

into change-ringing, read Dorothy Sayers’ mystery The 

Nine Tailors.) 

After two long weeks of working in DC, Liza managed 

to get her return trip home routed through Arkansas, 

where she got to visit with nearly all her relatives in the 

area, and had a absolutely wonderful time running 

around on 4-wheel ATV’s with her Uncle Melvin. 

A return visit to Washington DC in September followed 

for Liza, after which she again managed some sneaky 

rerouting and joined a pack of people in Houston for the 

USC-Houston football game.  The game was boring as 

could possibly be, but visiting with all the relatives who 

descended on the area with the game as the excuse to 

get together was lots of fun. 

For most people, this would have probably been enough 

for one year, and it should have been for us.  But 

instead as late October rolled around, we headed off 

for...East Africa!  Truly, a trip of a lifetime – when an 

opportunity came up to join a group from the LA 

Audubon Society, we jumped at it, and spent three 

weeks in Kenya and northern Tanzania. 

The adventure started in Nairobi, a bustling city full of 

contrasts and lots (and lots) of people, many of whom 

greeted us with hearty cries of “Jambo!”  We pretty 

much got our fill of the city within a day, and soon were 

headed south into northern Tanzania, first to Lake 

Manyara, then on to the Serengeti Plain.   

The Serengeti is vast, and although the rains had not yet 

replenished the grasslands, and it was said that there 

were fewer animals about, the wildlife still seemed 

abundant to us.  Scores of Thomson’s gazelles (the 

smallest of the antelope with big black racing stripes on 

their sides), Grant’s gazelles (slightly larger, but with a 

buffy racing stripe instead of black), and even larger 

impalas bounded away from our vehicles as we bumped 

down the dirt roads, kicking up their heels as they ran.  

Masai giraffes bent their long necks to nibble at the tops 

of the acacia trees; elephants moved along with stately 

grace.  Lions, for the most part, lounged in the shade 

yawning and licking their paws; you always knew when 

they were moving out, though, for the zebras and the 

wildebeest in the area would go on full alert.  Warthogs 

patrolled the underbrush; hippos lay like giant blobs in 

their ponds.  Spotted hyenas drooled and loped past 

us...everywhere you looked, there was something to see, 

if not animals, then birds, or unspoiled scenery, and 

often the only sounds you’d hear would be the breeze 

through the grass.   And usually the only scent on the air 

was burning grass.  The nomadic, red-robed Masai 

herdsmen burn the drying grasses just prior to the rainy 

season starting in order to encourage new growth for 

their cattle and goats. 

From the Serengeti we moved on to Ngorongoro Crater, 

after a brief stop at Olduvai Gorge (or more accurately, 

the small Olduvai museum on an escarpment 

overlooking the gorge).  The rim of Ngorongoro is at 

about 6000 feet, and our lodge, perched right on the 

rim, gave nearly every room an unimpeded view of the 

vast crater floor, 2000 feet below.  The next day, most 

of us loaded into 4WD Land Rovers and drove the 

tortuous, steep one-way road down to the crater floor – 

I say “most of us” because Robert had a run-in with 

some undercooked food and wound up not feeling too 

terrific that day.  So Liza went off with a pack of die-

hard photographers and did her best to record a day in 

the crater so Robert would get a taste for it anyway, 

sooner or later!   

The Serengeti was awesome, but Ngorongoro seemed 

like the Garden of Eden, due mostly to the variety of 

different habitats (grasslands, streams, forests, mudflats, 

dry lake beds...) in a relatively confined area.  Nearly all 

the same game animals were in the crater, except for 

giraffes, and there were also millions of birds, including 

much waterfowl.  And except for us day-visitors, no 

people; not even the Masai are allowed to “live” in the 

crater, but can only move their grazing herds in and out. 

Possibly the only drawback to being in Ngorongoro in 

the dry season was the dust; the vehicles moving across 

the tracks threw huge plumes of fine, silty dust into the 

air, sifting over everyone and coating everything.  But 

that seemed a small price to pay to spend a day in such 

a timeless environment. 

Leaving Ngorongoro, 

we glimpsed Mt. 

Kilimanjaro from Lake 

Duluti near Arusha, and 

we re-experienced the 

throngs of would-be 

sellers at the Namanga 

border crossing back 

into Kenya (Liza got 

mobbed once she 

bought a Masai blanket 

from one fellow), 

joined more members 

of our group in Nairobi 

and Kenyan guide 

James Ngethe, and set 

off for the Kenyan 

central highlands.  Straddling the equator, and rising to 

over 8000 feet, the highlands enjoy a mild climate that 

encourages agriculture, mostly coffee and tea.  The 

region is probably best known to Westerners as where 

Karen Blixen (of Out of Africa) had her coffee farm.  

The area has probably changed very little since Blixen 

lived there the early part of this century; most of the 

villages have no electricity or running water, the people 

 

Standing on the equator in the 

Kenyan highlands. 
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are poor by US standards, but all things considered 

seemed much happier and at peace with their lives than 

most Americans.   

We made our way to Sweetwaters, a small private game 

reserve hemmed in by farms in the highlands, where our 

accommodations consisted of a luxury tented camp.  

The highlight of our stay was visit with Murani, a docile 

rhinoceros.  The next day we skirted the flank of Mt. 

Kenya, climbing to over 8300 feet before descending to 

the Samburu national reserve.  Our lodge at Samburu 

was set among doum palms and acacias by a languidly 

flowing river.  Martial Eagles and Palm Nut Vultures 

occupied high perches by the river, while leopards, 

cheetahs, and lions hid in the bush to ambush their prey.   

We left the vast acacia scrublands to return to the Great 

Rift Valley at Lake Nakuru, ringed by a tall canopy of 

fever trees and dotted with flamingos.  Among the 

memories we took away from Lake Nakuru were the 

bee-eaters, wild rhinoceros, and the dense euphorbia 

forest covering the hillside – some as tall as 50 feet! 

Our final destination was the Masai Mara game reserve, 

the northern extension of the Serengeti plain. The Mara 

Serena lodge was patterned after Abyssinian dwellings, 

an architectural gem with palms, fever trees, and 

numerous purple-flowering jacarandas; colorful 

sunbirds abounded in the landscaped gardens, while 

Rock Hyrax chased each other around the property and 

lounged by the pool like tourists.  Liza took the 

opportunity for a birds-eye view of the Mara from a hot-

air balloon, getting a wonderful look at the meandering 

Mara river itself, a plethora of game animals, and a 

family of Ground Hornbills.  We also took a walk 

through a forest just outside the electrified fence of the 

reserve on private Masai lands, seeing exotic birds such 

as Turacos, Malachite Kingfishers, and Yellow Bishops. 

Add to that a full, catered breakfast “in the bush” one 

morning, and it was a lovely way to end the trip. 

All too soon, it was time to leave.  We crossed a 

dramatic vista of the Rift Valley one last time after 

leaving the elephants, giraffes, and wildebeest of the 

Mara.  Our return trip home gave us one more brief 

opportunity to see Rome, so we made our way to the 

Vatican to experience the awesome scale of St. Peter’s 

Basilica.  With that as the capstone, our trip was at an 

end. 

What will next year bring?  Well, it’s still in the 

planning stages, but we hope to visit Arkansas next 

June, and should also find ourselves in Germany and 

France in July to visit relatives and friends, and (with 

luck) to catch a stage or two of the Tour de France 

bicycle race. 

Und auf Deutsch… 

Herzliche Grüße zu unseren Freunden und Verwandten 

aus Deutschland!  Wir wünschen Euch eine frohe 

Weihnachten und ein echt gutes neues Jahr. 

Keep in Touch! 

As always, we can be reached via email: 

 Liza: liza@rand.org 

 Robert: weissler@rand.org 

Also, for more information and photos on some of our 

travels, check out our world-wide web page: 

 http://www-ucs.usc.edu/~liza 

We hope that you too had a rewarding year and we wish 

you all the best in the New Year. 

 

 

Don’t try this at home…Robert petting 

Murani, a very tame rhinoceros. 

 

Robert and Liza enjoying a “bush 

breakfast” at the Masai Mara game reserve, 

Kenya. 


