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Welcome to the sixth 

annual edition of the 

[completely year 2000-

compliant] WHG! 

 

Sitting here working on the WHG, watching the first storm 

of the season blow the yellow and red leaves off our trees, 

we realized our approach to this annual exercise in writing 

has changed somewhat; instead of getting to the end of the 

year wondering what we can write about, we find ourselves 

all year thinking, “hey, we can put this in the Gazette!”.  

Friends offer to take photographs of us specifically for the 

Gazette…and in some households we find a nice little 

backlog of issues.  We take that to mean that some of you 

may enjoy reading this as much as we enjoy writing it.  So, 

without further ado…let’s look back at 1998! 

Arizona Dreaming 

Well, we still live in Agoura Hills, and work at the RAND 

Corporation in Santa Monica.  Nice places overall (recent 

murders in Santa Monica, including a German tourist, 

notwithstanding), but we’re getting serious about moving to 

Arizona…some day.  Last Spring we purchased a four-acre 

lot in southeast Arizona, in the shadow of the Huachuca 

mountains outside of Sierra Vista.  We were thinking of 

building on it in about ten years, but as the deal closed we 

were thinking eight, then six, then five…  who knows.  In 

the meantime, Liza has made some changes at work; she no 

longer is responsible for the day-to-day functioning of 

RAND’s networks and computing systems, but instead 

transferred to a future technology group, which she finds 

much more fun and infinitely less stressful.  The best part of 

the job is the amount of telecommuting, which fits 

wonderfully into her long-term plan to become a “non-

resident consultant” and work for RAND from Arizona (or 

so she hopes). 

Robert, in the meantime, continues to work on a variety of 

projects, including web access to Oracle databases, 

geographic information systems, and a foray into analysis 

with a study of Army training lands.  RAND also recently 

acquired an environmental policy center; Robert hopes to 

get involved with an upcoming study on management of the 

Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. 

Eye Know Why 

Glasses, be gone!  That’s what Liza said in August when, 

encouraged by a couple of friends, she underwent refractive 

eye surgery to correct her vision.  The LASIK procedure – 

popularly known as the “flap and zap” – basically entails 

cutting a thin flap in the cornea about the size of a contact 

lens, reshaping the cornea underneath using an excimer 

laser, and putting the flap back in place.  The entire 

procedure from start to finish, both eyes, took about twenty 

minutes, with Robert watching the procedure on a big-

screen television (zoomed in on the eye, no less) in a nearby 

waiting room.  The recovery was remarkably fast, with Liza 

able to see quite well within hours after the surgery.  

Overall, her vision went from 20/400 (where it had been for 

29 years) to about 20/30.  The only difficult part has been 

learning not to hit herself in the face attempting to push up 

non-existent glasses! 

Double Income, No Kids, Lots of Hobbies 

We’re still active birdwatchers and cyclists, although 

Robert and Liza may rank the two activities differently.  ☺   

Both keep us plenty busy on the weekends.   We both 

continue to sing with the Mansfield Chamber Singers 

based in Beverly Hills.  Liza’s also done a fair amount of 

vocal arranging this past year.  Most arrangements have 

been for her a-cappella quintet, but one song, Moscow 

Nights (Podmoskovniye Vyechera) was performed at MCS’ 

Spring 1998 concert, with Robert on the lead, in Russian no 

less!  It was a big thrill for both of us.  We also went with 

MCS this year on our first-ever European concert tour (see 

Singing in Europe!, below) in Germany, the Czech 

Republic, and Austria. 

Our genealogy research picked up this year, after a lull, on 

Robert’s side of the family.  Robert became proficient at 

scouring microfilmed records from Poland and unearthed 

much information about Moses and Loebel Weissler, the 

brothers of Robert’s great-great-grandfather Salomon.  His 

hours at the Family History Library at the Mormon Temple 

in West Los Angeles are 

slowly but surely paying 

off.  (A visit to the Holy 

Grail of genealogy research, 

Salt Lake City, is probably 

in our future.)   

We said “no kids” above, 

but we do have cats.  Our 

12-year-old, ever-faithful 

Footsie has been joined by a 

spunky kitten named 

Phoebe.  Little Phoebe was 

an orphan destined for the 

animal shelter, brought into 

work with her siblings by a 

friend who hoped to place 

them with families 

instead.  Liza resisted as 

long as she could, which 

was to say, about 30 

No piranhas here!  At the 

Sacha Lodge, Ecuador, 

January 1998. 
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seconds.  So far, Footsie barely tolerates Phoebe – she has 

way too much energy for him.  We’re hoping they’ll get 

along, sooner or later. 

An Ecuadoran New Year 

“The water’s not good…use bottled water.  Brush your 

teeth with the bottled water; don’t even open your mouth in 

the shower.” – Peter English, Victor Emanuel Nature Tours, 

about the water in Ecuador 

 

The warning 

about 

Ecuadoran 

water stayed 

with us as we 

began 1998 

in Ecuador.  

We’d left 

home a few 

days after 

Christmas, 

and joined 

up with our 

VENT 

leaders 

Victor Emanuel and Peter English in the Ecuadoran capital 

city of Quito – at nearly 10,000 feet, one of the highest 

capital cities in the world.  We were not long at altitude, 

however, as our goal was to bird the tropical lowlands of the 

Amazonas region of the country.  

Just getting there was an adventure.  From Quito, we took a 

40-minute flight on a 40-seat Fuerza Aerea Ecuatoriana 

prop plane, dropping down nearly to sea level to the oil 

town of Coca.  Coca itself wasn’t much to look at, 

consisting of a muddy main street lined with ramshackle 

buildings; it used to be considered quite dangerous, with 

zombie-like overworked oil workers staggering about drunk, 

but has “cleaned up” in recent years.  We took a short drive 

to a boat dock on the broad Río Napo (“is it dangerous to 

walk?” asked one woman, and our guide replied, “no, it’s 

just ugly”).  There, after a picnic lunch where most of us 

surreptitiously removed the lettuce from our sandwiches, we 

loaded onto a large motor boat and zoomed downriver for 

about an hour, making big sweeping turns to avoid sandbars.  

The boat took us to the Maxus Road, a pretty decent gravel 

road built by a now bankrupt oil company.  (The company 

lost not a few of the first wave of workers to the hostile 

Huarani natives, who didn’t think too much of anybody 

encroaching on their territory.)   We crammed ourselves into 

an open-sided bus, and bumped 50 kilometers to a bridge 

spanning the narrower, winding Tiputini River.   Still not 

done, we loaded onto large dugout canoes, and motored two 

hours down the Tiputini to reach our destination, the 

Tiputini Biodiversity Station (TBS).   

The TBS, operated by the University of San Francisco de 

Quito on land purchased by Boston University, housed a 

few resident researchers and the occasional eco-tourist party.   

Here we spent the better part of four days birding the 

rainforest, quietly moving along damp trails to look for birds 

that preferred to stay near the ground, and climbing 130 feet 

up into sturdy (well, relatively sturdy) tree platforms to 

observe birds in the canopy.   We also tried to avoid some of 

the more unsavory residents of the area, including the 

swarming ½-inch long wood ants; the larger, solitary Conga 

ants (one bite on the temple could render a man 

unconscious); the cute, but poisonous, tree frogs; and Liza’s 

personal vote for most disgusting creature, the very large 

cockroaches who danced around our room at night once the 

lights were out.    

The insects were but a minor annoyance, though, given the 

beauty, peace, and quiet of the area.  There is much to be 

said for walking along a rainforest trail in the rain, watching 

the mist rise over the canopy in the early morning from a 

perch in a tree platform, lazily swinging in a hammock 

during our afternoon breaks, and floating downriver to look 

for hummingbirds in the late afternoon.  A definite highlight 

of our stay at TBS was the sighting of a Harpy Eagle, one of 

the largest eagles in the world.   

We left the TBS on New Year’s Eve, retracing our steps 

along the Tiputini River and the Maxus Road, to the Sacha 

Lodge on the Río Napo, getting completely soaked en route 

(a dugout canoe on a river in a heavy rain ruled out keeping 

dry).  Unlike TBS, Sacha’s focus was tourism, and they 

proudly told us that they were the only lodge in the 

Amazonas region with hot showers.  (Frankly, when it is hot 

and raining, you don’t much care if the shower is hot.)   Liza 

was happy with the lack of large cockroaches, until she 

discovered that the smaller ones at Sacha were capable of 

flight.  But again, the setting was so spectacular –much of 

our birding at Sacha was by canoe on narrow canals – that 

we didn’t (much) care about the insects.  Well, the bedbugs 

were another story… 

After a week away from “civilization”, we reluctantly started 

our journey home.  Coca, which had seemed muddy and 

dismal when we first arrived, then seemed to be a thriving 

metropolis!  Amazing how one’s perspective changes after a 

week in the jungle.  We were able to spend the better part of 

a day in Quito itself, where Liza did her best to boost the 

local economy by buying some alpaca sweaters and a 

beautiful print (of Masked Trogons) for Robert’s birthday, 

and we enjoyed a final dinner with the group in a fine 

restaurant with a beautiful view of the city lights.   

Singing in Europe! 

Our other big trip of the year, quite different from our 

Ecuadoran rainforest holiday, was a European concert tour!  

Our group, the Mansfield Chamber Singers, joined the St. 

Alban’s Choir from Westwood, California, on a two-week 

tour of 

Germany, the 

Czech 

Republic, and 

Austria.  At a 

number of 

concerts and 

several mass 

participations, 

we sung 

works of 

Brahms, 

Bruckner, 

and 

The main drag in Coca, Ecuador. 

In Würzburg, Germany, June 1998. 
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Victoria, as well as more contemporary American works, 

including Java Jive and several spirituals. 

When flying to Germany, all planes land in Frankfurt (or so 

it seems); that’s where we met up with the combined groups, 

and loaded into the very large buses that would take us from 

venue to venue.  From Frankfurt, our tour took us to 

Würzburg and Zeilitzheim (a small town several hours 

outside Würzburg) in Germany; to Karlovy Vary (formerly 

Karlsbad) and Prague in the Czech Republic; and to Linz 

and Vienna in Austria. 

Although we were on a concert tour, the organizers had left 

ample time for other activities.  Besides seeing the sights in 

our “base” cities, we enjoyed a number of side trips, to 

Bamberg (home of Rauchbier, or smoky beer) in Germany, 

Freistadt (over 600 years old!) in Austria, and Stift Melk, an 

exquisite monastery outside Vienna.  Also St. Florian, the 

monastery where the composer Anton Bruckner is buried 

with his eternal audience (some 20,000 skulls and bones 

stacked up staring at his tomb).  We also made a personal 

side trip to Terezin (formerly Theresienstadt), a “model” 

concentration camp during WWII.  Terezin was of special 

interest to Robert as his great-grandmother Augusta had 

died there during the war.   

As for the concerts themselves, our audiences were small 

(sometimes our 40+ group outnumbered the audience!) but 

appreciative.  We found it wonderful to sing and hear the 

music reverberate through the lofty churches; it was 

particularly amazing to sing in St. Stephan’s Cathedral in 

Vienna.  But for Liza, the impromptu performances made 

the trip…most notably her quintet singing Zombie Jamboree 

at a streetcar stop in Linz near midnight, in full concert 

attire! 

The tour ended in Vienna, and we took the train back to 

Munich to visit with friends Hans and Lisa Prugger.   We 

had a great time drinking coffee (and beer, of course)  in 

their Wintergarten (solarium), walking and biking along the 

Isar River, and visiting the music school where Lisa works.  

We also had a chance to visit with their son Florian and 

daughter Franzi; we hadn’t seen them since our honeymoon 

in January 1984! 

Robert with Hans and Lisa Prugger in their Wintergarten. 

After too short a stay, we were off to Weilheim to visit 

Robert’s cousin Bettina Ried, husband Torsten and children 

Martin and Katja.  Also a short visit, but definitely 

enjoyable, with Liza checking out Torsten’s home office and 

networking equipment, and sending a little email from his 

system.   

After a day 

trip to 

Ludwigsburg, 

we parted for 

our return to 

Frankfurt and 

home.  Quite 

a nice end to 

our summer 

travels. 

Other 

Travels and 

Events 

This past year 

saw several 

visits to our 

home away 

from home, 

the Casa de 

San Pedro 

bed and 

breakfast in 

southeast Arizona.  Not all visits were for pleasure; a work 

weekend in the fall had us joining a bunch of other partners 

in building paths and moving around heaps of river rock in 

the first phase of landscaping a meadow in the front of the 

building.   

In January, Robert’s mother Claire graciously hosted a party 

for Robert’s (gasp!) 40th birthday; in May, a large 

celebration was organized for Robert’s aunt Alla, a surprise 

retirement party cleverly disguised as an intimate lunch 

focused on niece Rachel’s graduation from pre-school.  In 

June, Liza was very happy to attend cousin Chris 

Deichmeister’s graduation from Gonzaga High School in 

Washington, DC.  She doesn’t think she’d ever seen such a 

good looking bunch of guys before (it must have been the 

white tuxedos), and it was, as always, really great to visit 

with all the relatives there (plus meeting those on Chris’ 

mother Pam’s side of the family).   

In the meantime, Robert had a few business trips, spending 

some time at Fort Bliss and the McGregor Range as part of 

his work on an Army Training Lands project.  

In September, we celebrated Liza’s mother Alpha’s birthday 

at the Papadakis Taverna, a popular Greek restaurant in San 

Pedro, California.  Spectacularly flaming appetizers (dubbed 

“burning cheese” by niece Margaret), dancing waiters, and 

plenty of good food were enjoyed by all. 

A quick trip to Oregon in October saw us cheering on the 

USC Trojans as they lost to the Oregon Ducks in football.  

We didn’t mind too much, though – the whole point of the 

trip was to visit with our friends the Moshers in Salem. 

Last, but not least, we spent part of the long Thanksgiving 

weekend in Santa Fe, New Mexico, visiting churches, art 

galleries, and gathering architectural ideas for the house we 

want to build in Arizona. 

What will we do in 1999?  More trips to Arizona, and we’re 

hoping to go to Italy in the fall, perhaps on a cycling tour of 

Bertl and Liesl in Bavaria (Lederhosen 

courtesy of Hans Prugger). 



Weissler Holiday Gazette - 4 

Tuscany.  Liza doesn’t travel much for work any more, but 

if she does, she wants to try to get to Charlottesville, 

Virginia to visit cousin Chris at the university.   As for 

where we’ll be on January 1, 2000…we’re not sure, but it 

will be someplace where the survivalists who think the 

world will end can’t find us. 

In Memoriam 

We were saddened this year by the passing of Ulrich 

Weissler in Bournemouth, England.  We first met Ulrich, a 

first cousin of Robert’s father Gerhard, in 1994, and visited 

with him twice more, the last visit in 1997.   Our visits with 

him were brief but always enjoyable, and we very much 

enjoyed hearing him talk about the family, his experiences 

in Kenya and Malawi, and his view of the world in general.  

He was a true Weissler, and we will always picture him in 

the sweeping driveway of his residence, waving goodbye to 

us. 

1998 also saw the loss of Liza’s uncle George Ursich, her 

father’s brother and lifelong resident of San Pedro, 

California.  She has fond childhood memories of the New 

Year’s parties at his house, with whoever wasn’t feuding 

that year in attendance.  ☺ 

Wrapping Up… 

That’s about enough for this edition, we think.  We wish 

you the best this holiday season, and hope that 1999 is a 

safe, healthy, and happy year for all! 

 

Robert with niece Maureen Lenker. 

Robert with Torsten, Martin, Bettina, and 

Katja Ried, Ludwigsburg, Germany. 


