
Greetings from Arizona!

Hello from beautiful southeastern Arizona to our friends and relatives near and far!  We hope this holiday season is finding everyone
healthy and happy.  It has been a good year for us, our second full year in Arizona.  

We are both still employed.  :-)  Liza continues to work as a contractor to the US Army (Network Enterprise Technology Command) at
Fort Huachuca, writing Oracle database applications.  Robert works from home for RAND (in Santa Monica, California), with occasional
trips to California or to RAND's Washington DC office.

Outside of work, we are both pretty busy.  Liza is studying French (and trying
not to forget her German) at Cochise College, and is also being tutored by a
friend who herself had studied at the Sorbonne in Paris.  Robert is studying
Spanish at Cochise College, and is singing in the Cochise College Choir.  
We ride our bikes (road bikes on the weekend, mountain bikes during the
week); Liza especially likes to ride her bike on Fort Huachuca on her lunch
hours, and we recently completed the El Tour de Tucson (66-mile version). 
Robert is a docent for the Friends of the San Pedro River, leading bird walks
along the river, and is also on the board of directors for the Friends.

We also enjoy working in the gardens at our house - a never-ending project! 
We think we have figured out what the javalina (collared peccaries), deer, and
rabbits will and will not eat, and for the plants that the rabbits do like, we are
thinking of having a few topiaries that they can maintain for us.  We won't talk
about the grasshoppers.

Travel

As much as we enjoy being home, we did take a couple of interesting trips this year...

In February, Robert embarked on a trip with Mark Pretti Nature Tours to tropical west Mexico including the Sierra Madre Occidental at
Barranca Rancho Liebre (much like the Copper Canyons region), the tropical deciduous forest in the foothills at Copala (Sinaloa), the
lush evergreen forest near the fishing town of San Blas (Nayarit), and the mangroves along the Rio San Cristobal.  Colorful neotropical
birds like macaws, trogons, motmots, and the San Blas Jay were among the many interesting features of this trip.  That and San Blas
itself having survived a direct hit from a hurricane just months before we arrived!

June found us in Brazil, both for birding and to visit Robert's cousin Bettina
and family outside of Sao Paulo.  The birding trip was with Victor Emanual
Nature Tours to the state of Mato Grosso, to visit the pantanal (seasonally
flooded lowlands) and the planalto (Brazilian red-rock tablelands).   Although
we visited during the "dry" season, there was still plenty of water in the
pantanal, where we stayed on a small fazenda (family farm) after crossing
about 50 little bridges.   The farm "pet" was a tame javalina named Shaky -
the most photographed "pig" in South America.   The birding both in the
pantanal and drier chapada habitat of the planalto was spectacular, with the
highlight birds including hyacinth macaws and the rare yellow-faced amazon
parrot.   Following the birding tour, we braved the Brazilian traffic to visit
Robert's relatives in Valinhos, about an hour or so outside Sao Paulo, and
enjoyed their hospitality in their beautiful home. 

One note to meat-lovers: the Brazilian barbecue restaurants, churrascarias,
are terrific!  All you can eat (and it is easy to eat too much) of fine cuts of
meat brought to your table.

For more photos of our Brazil trip, please see our trip website here:  http://aves.org/brazil03.

In July we were off to France (via Germany), primarily to see Lance Armstrong win his fifth Tour de France.  (Luckily, he did win!)   After
a quick stop in Dijon (where the mustard at the Maille shop is definitely worth the visit), we spent a few days in the Alps, visiting several
of the mountain climbs - by car - that the cyclists do on the tour (L'Alpe d'Huez, the Col du Galibier).  We then returned to Paris, with a
few million other people, to see the final day of the race along the Champs Élysées / Place de la Concorde.  It was a special Tour to visit
not only for Lance winning #5, but also because it was the 100th anniversary of the first Tour, and there was a grand parade following
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the final stage that included [almost] all of the living past winners of the Tour.  Liza had a good time trying out her French (although at
times she confused French and German!) and yes, everyone was very nice.  More trip photos are here:  http://aves.org/france03/.

What's next?

Next year promises to be another busy year.  We had a number of out-of-state friends
and relatives visit us this past year - for birding, bicycling, or just to visit - and hope to
see many of you in 2004.   April/May and August/September are particularly good times
(August if you want to experience the monsoon season!).   We're hoping ourselves to
return to France in July, this time by way of Spain ... so Robert can try out his Spanish
and Liza can speak more French, we can do some birding along the French coast, and
(of course!) we will see if Lance can win #6.  (Liza would also like to see Pamplona but
she has not yet convinced Robert to run with the bulls.)

Wishing you all a wonderful holiday season, and a happy new year! Please write to us!
Our addresses are: weissler@rand.org (Robert) and liza@aves.org (Liza). Hope to hear
from you!

Photos above:

Robert and Liza awaiting the Tour de France, Place de la Concorde, Paris
 Liza and Robert with a javalina in Brazil

 Liza with brother Lee in Hereford
 

A few other photos...

Cats Phoebe and Woody lounging at home
 Hal and Roberta Provo during an autumn visit

 Robert at Thanksgiving dinner
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