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C'est la folie                                       By Michael Wright

Last Updated: 12:01am BST 28/07/2008
In some ways I'm delighted that les Anglais who visit Jolibois tend to congregate in the bar and teashop run by Brits. In other ways, I cannot help feeling that they are missing out on one of the essential pleasures of the French countryside: good local ingredients, unfussily cooked, at sensible prices.

Hence this second part of my guide to eating out at restaurants in rural France, and another selection of simple tips which will, I hope, make the entente ever more cordiale.
Unlike in busy urban brasseries where everyone fights for the attention of the waiter, the reason you cannot catch madame's eye here is not because she is ignoring you. It's because she serves each table according to her own rhythm, and will come when it's your turn.

The daily menu

Almost certainly what the locals will choose. To order it, ask for "le menu, s'il vous plaît". If you want to look at a menu, ask for la carte.
Meat There are four options for how your steak is cooked: bleu, saignant, à point and bien cuit. This list roughly matches the estate agent's virility test of how unrenovated a house you are willing to buy. Bleu means that the meat comes with neither gas nor electricity; saignant means a bloody lot of work still to do; à point means just right, in the sense that someone else has done the heavy work; bien cuit means it's been renovated to within an inch of its life.

Stop eating when you've finished

If you don't want to wait until doomsday for the next course, everyone at the table must signal this with their cutlery, as if summoning a rescue helicopter in the jungle. Place your knife and fork side-by-side on your plate and stop picking at your food. This is the signal for madame to clear the plates. You can wait a long time if you're the sort who, having tired of your crudités, can't resist picking at a crust of bread while waiting for your plate to be removed.

Finished? Or, in French, Terminé?

You may be expected to keep your knife and fork for the next course and sometimes your plate, too, right up to the cheese course.

Cheese

The cheese board laden with beautiful cheeses can make the visiting Brit want to try all of them, but three different pieces is the accepted cheese limit; anything beyond that counts as gourmandizing. This also applies at the supermarket cheese counter.
Coffee

Un café means a small, espresso-style coffee. Un grand café is twice the above: a double espresso, in a larger cup. Un grand crème is the same, but with a rasp of steamed milk. If you want a longer, weaker coffee, request un café allongé (a lengthened coffee).

The bill

It is fine to ask for l'addition by raising your eyebrows and giving the international signal: the striking of an invisible match on the palm of your hand. If you have the cash, you can leave it on the table, but most people seem to pay on the way out, at the bar.

Tips

All restaurants in France must include a service charge of 12.5 per cent, so a tip is optional: a reward for excellent service.

Finally

It's polite to say au revoir to other diners as you, or they, leave.
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The New Great Walls                          By Ted C. Fishman
With the Olympics looming, China is pushing architecture to its limits for a giant coming-out party.

Published: May 2008 Olympic Boom
Lunch for the workers constructing the China World Trade Center Tower in Beijing begins at 11:45. Thousands of hard-hatted men pour out of the site of the 74-story high-rise that will be the city's tallest. Most dig into their lunches on the sidewalk. Others head for a food stand where a tin bowl of sheep-gut soup costs 14 cents. Mr. Wang, who comes from a rural village in Henan Province, runs a crew installing ventilation shafts in the first 30 floors of the trade tower. His helmet, too narrow for his formidable head, sits high and rocks when he talks, more so when he laughs. Wang, at 51, has a burly body and a confident eye, but several of his charges are teenagers fresh off the farm. As boss, he bears responsibility for their mistakes, so sometimes he speeds their training with his boot.

Wang and his crew are part of an army of largely unskilled workers, more than a million strong, that has helped turn Beijing into what is perhaps the largest construction zone in history, with thousands of new projects under way. Once a flat cityscape dominated by the imperial Forbidden City and monumental but drab public buildings, Beijing has been struck by skyscraper fever. Over the past 30 years, China's economy has averaged nearly 10 percent annual GDP growth, driven by the marriage of world-class technology with a vast low-cost workforce. That same dynamic has turned China into an architects' playground, first in Shanghai in the 1990s as its skyline filled in with high-rise marvels, and now in Beijing, which is building at a mad pace in preparation for the 2008 Summer Olympic Games in August.

Beijing's newest buildings push aesthetic and technological bounds, each outshimmering the last. Most major projects have been designed by foreign architects: Chinese clients crave innovation and hunt beyond China to get it, says American architect Brad Perkins, founder of Perkins Eastman in New York. During Mao's Cultural Revolution, architects were more technicians than artists (even the term architect was considered bourgeois), and private architectural firms were a rarity until a decade ago. "By turning to foreigners like me," says Perkins, "the Chinese are buying 30 to 40 years of experience they didn't have."

China's low-wage workers in turn allow foreign architects to design structures that would be too costly to build at home, with decorative tops, intricate latticework, and bold engineering. The linear grace of the China World Trade Center Tower, for instance, comes from an innovative cross-bracing system that gives it strength against the city's seismic rumblings and high winds, and from glass louvers engineered to make the most of the city's sunlight. But the tower's architects, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, also used technology that could be handled by crews working at breakneck speed. The building's prefabricated window walls can be snapped together rather than cut on-site, as they would be with more highly trained workers. Using huge construction crews that work around the clock, foreign architects get to see big projects to completion in China in a remarkably short time, often within three to four years. "Some people in China—including Chinese architects—believe their country has become the Western architects' weapons testing ground,' " says Perkins.

For centuries China's leaders have reshaped the capital to showcase their power and reflect their preoccupations. The Forbidden City was constructed during the 15th century to project the Ming dynastic rulers' connection to heaven. A throng of Soviet-style halls, stadiums, and vast boulevards sprang up in the 1950s and '60s following the Communist Party's rise to signify the collective strength of workers and the absolute control of Mao's rule. Today Beijing, the national emblem, is being remade as China's global city. When new buildings open, officials like to speak of how the structures embody the country's "soft power." Outsiders, goes the message, need not fear China as an aggressor nation or military power.

This message is clearest in the 40-billion-dollar building spree occasioned by the Olympics, the nation's coming-out party. The buildings say that China is big and powerful, but also inventive, sophisticated, and open. Look at three of the most prominent new structures: One is a stadium that looks like a bird's nest, another an aquatic center that resembles a blue bubbly cube, a third an arts center in the form of an egg as big as a city block. Nests, eggs, and bubbles—a whimsical, approachable China. And then there's the "twisted doughnut," the stunning giant home to CCTV, China's government-run broadcaster. Still unfinished, the building connects at the top with cantilevered sections that meet 31 feet high in the air. Practical-minded Beijingers crane their necks and wonder aloud whether the skewed tower will tumble.

A complaint often heard: Many of these structures are designed for foreign tastes, not Chinese. "China is not confident of its own designs, and people prefer to try something new," observes Du Xiaodong, editor of Chinese Heritage magazine in Beijing. "The results are disconnected from whatever's next door, and the newest building in the world sits next to some of the oldest, standing together like strangers."

One of the public shames of Beijing is that its building boom has destroyed most of the city's old hutong neighborhoods of traditional courtyard houses, whose residents are often forcibly relocated to make way for projects that enrich local officials and developers. Pei Zhu and Tong Wu, the Chinese architects who designed the digital command center for the Olympics, are among the few architects trying to preserve and adapt what remains of the old city. Instead of razing and building over historic neighborhoods, they'll take a factory constructed during Mao's time and refashion it with courtyards and glass walls that offer vistas of the old city. The approach restores Beijing as a city for walkers. Above all it balances the old with the new, a fitting combination for an ancient capital in transition.

As for Mr. Wang, he will likely be among the million or more migrants who will have returned home or moved on to other jobs before the Olympics commence. When the television cameras roll, the city's futuristic vista will have little place for the workers who built it.

© 2008 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.
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Alex James: Winning urban hearts with trees and fields

The Great Escape

Wednesday, 23 July 2008

Chris Gaskell runs the Royal Agricultural College. You may remember that he invited me there for lunch a while back, and gave me the run of their extensive collection of pig literature. Could he come over, he said, with a group of kids from urban environments who'd shown an interest in becoming farmers?

They arrived in the afternoon. Wide-eyed and whispering, clasping their packed lunches, they poured out of the college minibus and assembled obediently, timidly, in the yard. They looked really cool, hoodies in new wellies. I would have bought vegetables from them. Ah, youth, so appealing!

I started to explain the history of the farm. Just as I was getting to the Enclosure Act of 1801, the exciting bit, I spotted Fred. Here was a bona fide expert, a man of the soil, an award-winning husband of nature to enlighten them, right on cue. I asked him to say a few words about his sheep.

"Well, them ewe lambs just bout last 'em. Got them tups up in yard 'spose. Ooh, aren't them buggers, though! Eh?... Goh!" Just then, Ray managed to fire up the circular saw. It had been playing up all morning. Now it was back in business and Ray was waving it around for joy. "Maybe we'll go crayfishing!" I shouted over the din, grabbing the nets and heading for the river. "Bit of farm business diversification. It's a free crop. It's a nice walk. There are sheep on the way. You'll see."

The top field had just been cropped for hay, and was looking spectacularly good. Suddenly it was high summer, one of those bright days that makes you remember why billionaires have always lived on farms, why pop stars buy them to live happily ever after, why it might be better mucking about making bonfires and gazing like Fred does than staring at a computer screen and wondering whether to have a sandwich or sushi. It's a hard sell at the moment, agriculture, but the butterflies and dragonflies were skipping on the hedgerows. It was busy. It was beautiful, wherever you were coming from.

"Is dat your tree?"

"Yep, I guess so."

"No way, man. How can you laak, own a tree? Is it? Das so cool! Laak. How much is it? Dis place."

"Well, you can rent the fields for 25 quid an acre a year, at least Fred does. I throw the trees in."

We built the nets as we munched sandwiches by the waterside. The kids were enthusiastic, inquisitive and completely and involuntarily engaged with it all. They asked Professor Gaskell questions that led to more questions, and he sprinkled his expertise over them like seasoning for the sandwiches.

We caught four crayfish. Not a huge success, but I think agriculture won a few hearts today. Sometimes it's hard to see why anyone would want to do anything else.

Search Query: Independent.co.uk The Web Go Advanced search
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Expats in Dubai: Shop to stop dropping as Dubai summer hits its height     by Annabel Kantaria

Last Updated: 12:01am BST 29/07/2008

Summer in Dubai is a fierce thing. Temperatures hover between 42 and 45C, sometimes touching a scorching 48 or more. Add enough humidity to melt your make-up, and you've gone off the top of the comfort index.

Buildings drip, car windscreens mist up on the outside, and humans wilt - just setting foot outdoors feels like walking through hot soup.

No surprise then that the locals - UAE nationals and expats alike - decamp en masse to their summer homes in Europe, Canada or the States. Those who can't escape stay indoors.

Beaches like Jumerirah

Beaches like Jumerirah can be too hot to handel in a Dubai summer, but the hotels' weekend rates can give a taste of luxury

In fact, in July and August, the majority of people you see splayed out around Dubai's hotel pools are the sweaty tourists who came over on a cheap hotel deal and find themselves trapped.

But what of those residents who can't escape, or simply have nowhere to escape to? Not everyone has a summer bolt-hole.

Increasingly, Dubai's expats are choosing to remain in the UAE over the summer, but the bastions of expat life that keep them going in winter - the barbecues and garden parties, visits to the park, the days spent on the beach and the outdoor sports - are no longer possible.

So what do they do when it's roasting outside, the kids are climbing the walls and mum's going round the bend?

According to surveys, they shop.

A recent AC Nielson Online Consumer Confidence Survey showed that a staggering 84 per cent of the UAE's residents go shopping just for "something to do".

The emirate's glamorous, air-conditioned malls may be a perfect retreat from the heat but the national obsession with shopping has become so serious that the Abu Dhabi Department of Planning and Economy has warned that, unless consumer spending is curbed, it will pose a threat to the economy. Carrie Bradshaw, eat your heart out.

But, while recent surveys have found that the average family in the UAE spends a massive 60 per cent of its income on consumer goods, there are still many who head to the malls for entertainment rather than retail therapy.

Ski slopes aside, many of Dubai's malls are home to cinema complexes where families can while away a cool hour or two but, when it opens on August 28, the flagship Dubai Mall will eclipse them all with its record-breaking facilities.

One of the largest malls in the world, this gargantuan monument to retail will contain one of the world's largest indoor aquariums, the region's first Sega indoor theme park, a Olympic-sized ice rink, an 80,000 square-foot children's "entertainment" centre and the world's largest indoor gold souk.

The Grove, an indoor-outdoor streetscape with retractable roof will allow shoppers the luxury of fresh air in the more temperate months.

Those who prefer a little more "traditional" shopping can take a stroll around quasi-souks like the brand new Khan Murjan at Wafi City, a two-level subterranean treasure trove, or Souk Madinat at Madinat Jumeirah, which allows you to amble through traditional, yet air-conditioned, souk-like walkways, browsing for knick-knacks that the family back home never knew they wanted.

All that shopping clearly works up an appetite: eating also scores highly in the "things to do on a hot weekend" stakes.

While some of Dubai's alfresco eateries install outdoor air conditioners that allow guests to sit outside and take in the view, albeit with their hair blowing in a mini-cyclone of artificially produced ice-cold air, those wanting the full Arctic experience can head for Chillout at Times Square mall - Dubai's very own ice café - for a spot of deep-freeze dining.

Temperatures inside are kept at minus 6C; visitors, after donning the regulation hooded jacket, gloves and shoes, have to pass through a buffer zone kept at five degrees so their bodies don't go into shock.

For most, however, the "Friday brunch" has, in recent years, become the centrepiece of a UAE weekend; these days it's near impossible to book an à la carte lunch in a restaurant on a Friday.

Just as well, then, that there are a few things to help sport buffs burn off calories without keeling over in the heat: there's floodlit night-time golf (but don't expect the humidity to have died down after sunset); skiing and snowboarding at Ski Dubai; ice-skating; horse-riding in indoor, air-conditioned arenas; water-skiing, jet-skiing and even flying lessons.

But, for many expats, the biggest joy of sticking it out is the time when the region's top hotels start to announce their weekend summer rates.

It's then that we residents have a chance to sample the delights usually on offer to the tourists; to gaze in awe at gold-leaf ceilings and Versace wallpaper; ogle groaning breakfast buffets and laze by the pools and order our pink gins on room service.

For the best of the weather, those in the know head inland to desert retreats such as Emirates Al Maha Desert Resort & Spa, to the hazy mountains of Hatta or to the garden city of Al Ain, where the mercury may rise a point or two, but the humidity drops enough to make whatever you do that bit more bearable.
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The picture that shames Italy                       By Peter Popham 
Tuesday, 22 July 2008

It's another balmy weekend on the beach in Naples. By the rocks, a couple soak up the southern Italian sun. A few metres away, their feet poking from under beach towels that cover their faces and bodies, lie two drowned Roma children.

The girls, Cristina, aged 16, and Violetta, 14, were buried last night as the fallout from the circumstances of their death reverberated throughout Italy.

It is an image that has crystallised the mounting disquiet in the country over the treatment of Roma, coming after camps have been burnt and the government has embarked on a bid to fingerprint every member of the minority. Two young Roma sisters had drowned at Torregaveta beach after taking a dip in treacherous waters. Their corpses were recovered from the sea – then left on the beach for hours while holidaymakers continued to sunbathe and picnic around them.

They had come to the beach on the outskirts of Naples on Saturday with another sister, Diana, nine, and a 16-year-old cousin, Manuela, to make a little money selling coloured magnets and other trinkets to sunbathers. But it was fiercely hot all day and, about 2pm, the girls surrendered to the temptation of a cooling dip – even though they apparently did not know how to swim.

"The sea was rough on Saturday," said Enzo Esposito, the national treasurer of Opera Nomadi, Italy's biggest Roma organisation. "Christina and Violetta went farther out than the other two, and a big wave came out of nowhere and dashed them on to the rocks. For a few moments, they disappeared; Manuela, who was in shallow water with Diana, came to the shore, helped out by people on the beach, and ran to try and get help."

Other reports said that lifeguards from nearby private beaches also tried to help, without success. "When Manuela and Diana came back," Esposito went on, "the bodies of her cousins had reappeared, and they were already dead."

It was the sort of tragedy that could happen on any beach. But what happened next has stunned Italy. The bodies of the two girls were laid on the sand; their sister and cousin were taken away by the police to identify and contact the parents. Some pious soul donated a couple of towels to preserve the most basic decencies. Then beach life resumed.

The indifference was taken as shocking proof that many Italians no longer have human feelings for the Roma, even though the communities have lived side by side for generations.

"This was the other terrible thing," says Mr Esposito, "besides the fact of the girls drowning: the normality. The way people continued to sunbathe, for three hours, just metres away from the bodies. They could have gone to a different beach. It's not possible that you can watch two young people die then carry on as if nothing happened. It showed a terrible lack of sensitivity and respect."

The attitudes of ordinary Italians towards the Roma, never warm, have been chilling for years, aggravated by sensational news coverage of crimes allegedly committed by Gypsies, and a widespread confusion of Roma with ordinary, non-Roma Romanians, who continue to arrive. The Berlusconi government has launched a high-profile campaign against the community, spearheaded by the programme announced by the Interior Minister, Roberto Marroni, to fingerprint the entire Roma population. The move has been condemned inside Italy and beyond as a return to the racial registers introduced by the Fascist regime in the 1930s. The fingerprinting of Roma in Naples began on 19 June.

The most senior Catholic in Naples, Cardinal Crescenzo Sepe, was quick to point out the coarsening of human sentiment which the behaviour on the beach represented. But the Mayor of Monte di Procida, the town on the outskirts of the city where Torregaveta beach is located, defended his citizens' behaviour.

When the Roma girls got into difficulties, he said: "There was a race among the bathers and the coastguard and the carabinieri to try and help them." He rejected the claim that the indifference of the bathers was due to the fact that the girls were Roma.

The two cousins were given a Christian Orthodox funeral service in the Roma camp in Naples, attended by 300 Roma and city and regional representatives.

In a speech yesterday, Mr Maroni proposed, "for humanitarian reasons", granting Italian citizenship to all Roma children in Italy abandoned by their parents.

The Italians and the Roma

Roma have been living in Italy for seven centuries and the country is home to about 150,000, who live mainly in squalid conditions in one of around 700 encampments on the outskirts of major cities such as Rome, Milan and Naples. They amount to less than 0.3 per cent of the population, one of the lowest proportions in Europe. But their poverty and resistance to integration have made them far more conspicuous than other communities. And the influx of thousands more migrants from Romania in the past year has confirmed the view of many Italians that the Gypsies and their eyesore camps are the source of all their problems. The ethnic group is often blamed for petty theft and burglaries. According to a recent newspaper survey, more than two thirds of Italians want Gypsies expelled, whether they hold Italian passports or not.
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Looking bad can't be all bad                             By MARK SCHREIBER

"Ugly Betty," the award-winning American television comedy-drama series, starring America Ferrera in the title role, follows the life of the unglamorous and good-natured Betty Suarez, who's completely out of place in her job at an ultrachic New York fashion magazine. The North American series was adapted from a TV novella created in Colombia.

Japanese TV, as it happens, has already been there and done that. The comedy drama titled "Busu no Hitomi ni Koishiteru (Loving a Homely Woman Who's the Apple of My Eye)" ended its run on Fuji TV three months before "Ugly Betty" premiered on U.S. TV.

News photo

Busu is a contraction of busaiku, meaning homely or awkward.

In 2004, Osamu Suzuki, husband of entertainer Miyuki Oshima, released the eponymous book, the title of which appears to have been inspired by "Kimi no Hitomi ni Koishiteru," which is what Frankie Valli's famous 1967 hit "Can't Take My Eyes off You" is called in Japanese

Oshima followed up her husband's book with a version from her own perspective, which sold 50,000 copies in the first five days, and these two books became the basis for the Fuji TV drama, which featured Oshima's colleague Sachiko Murakami in the lead role.

Suzuki proclaims to the world he's head-over-heels in love with his mate, "even when she breaks wind in front of me, or poops out-of-doors while behind me," he's been heard to remark.

It's never been a better time to be a busu, and Josei Seven (July 24) profiles a whole slew of women who have used their homely visages as a launchpad to fame and fortune: they include the comedy team Oasis, made up of Yasuko Mitsuura and Kayoko Okubo; Ayaka; Funako Tsubaki; and Morisanchu, made up of Miyuki Oshima, Sachiko Murakami and Haruka Harisenbon, just to name a few.

While the article does not completely disregard the stigma of being unattractive, and reminds readers that such women suffer various forms of discrimination, the seven-page article is basically upbeat and humorous, profiling women who have not only learned to cope with their homeliness, but flaunt it.

Bespectacled entertainer Funako Tsubaki, age 44, and no great beauty herself, says that while at a hot springs hotel, if she walks into the men's lavatory while wearing a man's yukata (summer kimono), no one notices.

Just delivering the deadpan punch line, "I'm a woman — sorry," is enough to get laughs from her audience.

Tsubaki tells Josei Seven that once while at work on a set, she conversed with Keiko Matsuzaka, one of the country's most glamorous female entertainers.

"I joked to Matsuzaka, 'My husband says he thinks I'm prettier than you are,' " Tsubaki relates with a chortle. "My husband tells me when I'm around, he feels the contentment of having a wife and an innocent child and a lovable pet, all rolled into one."

"No matter how much makeup she puts on or how fancy she dresses up, a woman won't be appealing unless her heart sparkles," 30-year-old comedienne Yuki Hyodo tells Josei Seven. "Pretty or not, that's the most important thing."

T he young women coming into the labor market these days are members of the "Print Club" generation, having, since their preteen years, enjoyed taking self-portraits in the coin-operated digital photo machines in stores and arcades. The machines produced decorative color photos on adhesive-backed labels, which girls collected in albums and swapped with friends.

Having nurtured an affinity for having their photo taken, it's understandable young women are giving greater consideration to their appearance in the snapshots they send off with their job resumes.

One way to do this, reports Aera (July 21) is through use of retouching software to make the photos submitted with their resumes look even more appealing.

"In the case of women's photos in particular, I've seen job application and TOEIC exam certificate photos that are so different, it makes me wonder if I'm dealing with the same person," was how one interviewer put it.

Some students, a photographer tells the magazine, even request services of the same professionals who shoot TV announcers and other glamour gals. In addition to studio portraits, some are shot on location to show the student in action as a cheerleader or while playing lacrosse.

"Recently it's become a trend among female students to use shots with the camera angled from above," Naoya Kawakami, editor of the job recruitment magazine Shushoku Journal, tells Aera. "This tends to emphasize the bust line and make the shot appear sexy. While stories of girls sending their nude photos are rare, I do hear about them every year."

But Kawakami is convinced the stories of anyone landing a job by attaching a wild photo are no more than urban legends.

Tokyo Confidential summarizes articles appearing in vernacular tabloids. The views expressed herein do not reflect those of The Japan Times, nor can we vouch for the veracity of the contents.

The Japan Times: Sunday, July 20, 2008
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Pillow Talk                       by RUBY WAX
Last Updated: 12:01am BST 19/07/2008

The TV presenter and comedienne, Ruby Wax, advises readers as Weekend's agony aunt

Dear Ruby

I'm great friends with a very extrovert, highly demonstrative gay man. The problem is one of boundaries.

Ruby Wax

Every time I see him at parties he lunges at my chest and squeezes my breasts, exclaiming, in rapturous tones, at their beauty and pertness, and ticking me off for my failure to display them properly. ''Darling, why oh why must you hide them in that horrible blue T-shirt?"

The irony, of course, is that he bats for the other side. So why does he feel the urge to grab my mammaries in this leery way? And how do I get him to stop without causing a scene?

Do you think that breasts are, for gay men, the equivalent of bacon for vegetarians - by far the hardest thing to forgo? Stella D, Swindon
Dear Stella

Without calling up your friend and asking why he grabs your mamms, I can't tell you. I am not a psychic.

Personally, I would love someone to describe my breasts as beautiful and pert, regardless of whose team he's batting for. He could hang off them all night for all I care. But that's me.

Perhaps he's using you as a decoy. Some men who aren't screamingly out of the closet are ashamed of their homosexuality. Why? I don't know, since we need them to give colour to our drab little lives and without them, who would decorate our homes? Grabbing your breasts gives him the front - literally - that he needs.

When you're alone together, try taking them out and watch how fast he runs. I'm pretty sure breasts, unlike bacon, aren't hard for a gay man to forgo, since he has absolutely no appetite for them.

Perhaps, and I'm just guessing here, they remind him of a bottom and that is a gay man's favourite part of the chicken.

Here's another inspired idea: next time he grabs them, you grab his genitals and ask him, "Darling, why oh why must you hide them?" That should drive the point home.

Dear Ruby

My boyfriend is obsessed with hill walking and drags me off up mountains at every opportunity. Last time we went to Snowdonia (rain, rain and more rain), I was left so incapacitated on my return that I had to use the disabled loo at the office where I work.

Now he's proposing two weeks walking on Mont Blanc. What, I ask you, is wrong with a beach holiday and good old-fashioned sloth?

Please advise me how I can get my boyfriend to jettison the walking boots for Ambre Solaire and a sunlounger. Natasha Y, London

Dear Natasha

Here's a way-out idea. Why not try telling him yourself?

I'm with you on the Ambre Solaire front. Tell him no more walking. Only in this country would you be apprehensive about expressing your wishes and needs. In my country, we would no more climb up a hill than gobble down turf.

If God wanted us to walk everywhere, he wouldn't have given us taxis.

It is the English who insist on climbing Everest and then complain about getting frozen to death. It's the same with expeditions to Antarctica. What did Ernest Shackleton think? There would be no ice floes in the way? That he'd sail right in there and put a flag on the Pole? So naïve.

Soon, generations of Americans - especially our new breed, the obese - will be born without legs. We won't need them any more. We will all mutate into a mountain of lard, with one finger to point to what we want off the buffet and a big hole to get the food in.

Dear Ruby

I've screwed up my life - big time. Since university I've dated the same man, with only a couple of short blips when we both went off with other people.

I've wanted a child since my mid-30s but my boyfriend kept saying that though he loved me - and liked the idea - he didn't feel quite "ready". Foolishly, I stayed on the pill, waiting for him to come round.

A week after my 37th birthday, he told me that it was over - he was very sorry but he'd fallen in love with someone else. I was so upset that I collapsed and he ended up taking me into A&E. When I came round, he had gone and my mother was by my bedside.

I'm now about to turn 38, fearful I will never find anyone, and still almost as heartbroken as I was a year ago. It's hard not to feel dreadfully bitter. I let him steal my youth - almost 20 years - and all for nothing. His new girlfriend is only 24.

I'd like to move on, but I simply don't know where to start. Half my adult life has been spent with him, most of our friends overlap and although I've thrown out the tangible things that remind me of him and our life together, I can't control my thoughts and memories. Kitty G, Somerset

Dear Kitty

I personally would hunt him down and make life a misery for him and the 24-year-old girl. I'm not advising this, just imagining the torment that he deserves.

No one should be discarded like an old plastic coffee cup for something newer and shinier. On the other hand, your bitterness (not your age) will be your greatest enemy when hunting for a new man.

It's not like the Harrods Sale, where everything has to be sold by tomorrow. You still have some time before the fertility clock runs out.

Snap out of it, woman. He didn't steal your youth. You had a boyfriend for nearly 20 years. If you still cling to the memory while bathing in bitterness, you'll for ever more be a no-man zone.

Forget him, he's a jerk. Next!

8
THE TELEGRAPH


Pillow Talk                           by Graham Norton
Last Updated: 12:01am BST 26/07/2008

The TV presenter and comedian Graham Norton advises readers as Weekend's agony aunt

Dear Graham

My father had a heart attack a year ago and was rushed from his office to hospital. I raced to his bedside, along with my mother and two brothers, only to discover that a whole unknown family had already gathered there: a woman, roughly the same age as my mother, and one boy and a girl, both in their 20s.

The girl looked oddly like me, just a slightly younger version with a different haircut. But the resemblance isn't a freaky coincidence, she is my half-sister.

It turns out that all through his marriage to my mother, my outwardly conventional father has had an established mistress in London and fathered two other children. And do you know what really rankles?

He didn't even bother to give his second family different names. The son is called Adrian, just like my younger brother, and the daughter has my name - Eleanor.

When he was discharged from hospital my mother refused to let my father come home. She has since changed the locks and cut off all contact with him.

My father is in his mid- 60s, recovering well according to his doctors, but still very frail. None of us is speaking to him. I have no idea what the situation is with his other family, but presumably they are more forgiving, given that his mistress must have known he was married. Perhaps he has moved in with them and they are all playing happy families at last?

I'm very, very angry but I miss my father, even though I'm not sure I can ever forgive him. But I'm tortured by the thought that he might have another heart attack - this time a fatal one - and I won't even have said goodbye to him. Eleanor P, Hampshire (all names have been changed)

Dear Eleanor

I know I'm supposed to be an agony aunt but agony doesn't even begin to cover the sort of pain you are feeling. To discover such betrayal and deception at any time would be devastating, but to learn about it as you rushed to hold the hand of a father who might be dying is almost too much to bear.

The only good thing is that you have found out now rather than, as many families do, standing by the side of a grave looking across a muddy hole at people who aren't quite their mirror image. Your brothers, your mother and yourself must all decide how best to react, particularly as time may be of the essence.

I think you know what you want to do so go ahead and contact him. It's not a question of forgiving or even understanding, indeed I doubt talking to him will answer any questions for you, but at least you won't live the rest of your life with this huge bit of unfinished business trailing behind you like loo paper stuck to a heel.

Please don't let your father's legacy of secrecy become part of your life as well - tell your mother that you are planning to talk to your father, not because you are sympathetic or on his side but because you need to.

Your mother may be unhappy and why wouldn't she be? Her entire life was based on a lie told by a man who didn't even trust himself to remember more than two children's names. It's amazing he wasn't rumbled years ago.

What's important is that your decision to see your father doesn't distance you from your brothers. The one good thing that should come out of this mess is that you will become a much closer family unit. Just because one part of your family and personal history was a lie doesn't mean that none of it was true. Sometimes love is a very fragile thing but at other times it is tough as an elephant's foot. Only time will tell how much survives. Good luck.

Dear Graham

My wife has kept a diary since she was 15. It is very much a private affair and I assumed that after we got married (six months ago) she would abandon it. How wrong I was.

I dropped a pair of cufflinks the other day and as I bent down to look for them under the bed I spotted a large A4-sized book wedged under the bedframe. On opening it, I discovered pages and pages of longhand (dating back nine months), with a recent, unfinished entry in which I glimpsed my name several times.

There was no time to take a proper look as my wife was calling my name from the bathroom next door. But now I know where her diary lives I'm consumed with curiosity.

What does she write in it? What does she say about me? What are her views on our sex life and how do I compare to her previous lovers?

Would it be very shameful to take a quick look? My feeling is that it might even be good for both of us -so long as I don't tell her, of course. Matthew W, Cheshire

Dear Matthew

Yes, fire ahead! Read her diary -what could possibly go wrong? I mean, I've never heard a story about someone reading a diary and being upset about what was in it, have you?

Matthew, seriously, only read that diary if you are ready to deal with the end of your marriage. I completely understand the huge urge to stick your nose into her innermost thoughts, but try to resist. Tell her that you have inadvertently found where she hides her journal and she needs to find a better hiding place.

Frankly, the lack of imagination she has demonstrated by putting it under the bed suggests the contents must be fairly dull stuff. If she doesn't move it then she clearly wants you to read it, so help yourself.

The trouble with diaries is that they don't come with an index where you can look up M for Me, so you must wade through pages of stuff about people at work and dreary literary passages where she imagines lives for the people she sees on the train.

The bottom line is that you've married someone who writes a diary and, after the age of 14, that usually means they are that strangest of combinations - a boring fantasist.

I shut my eyes to visualise your wife and see Piers Morgan in lipstick. God help you.

Dear Graham

I can't cook, my flat is a tip and I find myself in the awkward position of owing an awful lot of people dinner. Even though I'm pretty good at singing for my supper, various friends have started to drop heavy hints that they have yet to clap eyes on my place.

It's rude, I know, not to reciprocate, but I would rather eat a live cobra than host a dinner party of my own.

I fear that New York style decamping to a restaurant would be seen as lazy and inhospitable, even if I did pick up the bill at the end.

My ex-girlfriend has refused to step in with her fish pie. And to be honest, I fancy one of the girls I owe dinner to so it wouldn't be a good idea to have my ex there, creating an atmosphere.

How can I get around this problem while ensuring I remain on everybody's party lists? Ben L, Edinburgh

Dear Ben

A letter? You had to sit down and write a letter? Pick up a rag and some spray that says ''shine" on the bottle somewhere and clean your flat. Your friends are justified in being irked by you because you are a lazy lump.

No one expects your apartment to be something from Grand Designs and the meal need be nothing more than a selection of the easy-cook ranges that all the supermarket chains do now - they just want you to go to the effort of breaking bread with them in your home.

Cooking isn't some sort of medieval witchcraft - even Delia has discovered the joy of the microwave - and if the food is less than marvellous then at least people won't be so keen for a second invitation.

If your home really is something from a Channel Five documentary - I'm thinking two-seater leather sofa and a dead plant - then why not hire a Landmark Trust property or a cottage and invite everyone away for the weekend?

Your chances with the prospective girlfriend are also increased unless you happen to be in love with Kim or Aggie from How Clean is your House? - do you think I watch too much television?

Tell us your woes

Weekend's agony aunt column features Graham Norton and Ruby Wax on alternate weeks. Email them at grahamandruby@telegraph.co.uk or write to The Agony Aunts, Weekend, The Daily Telegraph, 111 Buckingham Palace Road, London SW1W 0DT, making clear the name of the ''aunt'' - Graham or Ruby - you would like the problem to go to. Letters will be answered only through this column. The best letter will win a bottle of Champagne.
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Sikh schoolgirl wins bangle court case                         by Anthea Lipsett 

Tuesday July 29 2008

Sarika Watkins-Singh with her mother, Sanita, after winning her battle at the high court to wear her kara to school. Photograph: Daniel Berehulak/Getty

A Sikh teenager excluded from school for breaking a "no jewellery" rule by refusing to remove a bangle which is central to her faith was a victim of unlawful discrimination, a judge ruled today.

The high court judgment means Sarika Watkins-Singh, 14, will return to Aberdare girls' school in South Wales in September - wearing the kara, a slim steel bracelet.

The school had twice suspended Sarika for refusing to remove the bangle, which her lawyers told Mr Justice Silber was as important to her as it was to England spin bowler Monty Panesar, who has been pictured wearing the bangle.

Sarika, of mixed Welsh and Punjabi origin, of Cwmbach, near Aberdare, was at first taught in isolation and eventually excluded for refusing to take off the bangle in defiance of the school's policy. This banned girls from wearing any jewellery other than a wristwatch and plain ear studs.

Today, the judge declared that the school was guilty of indirect discrimination under race relations and equality laws.

After the judgment, Sarika's mother, Sinita, 38, said: "We are over the moon. It is just such a relief."

The teenager claimed she was a victim of unlawful discrimination when she was excluded from school last November.

She was enrolled at Mountain Ash comprehensive school, where she is allowed to wear the kara, in February, pending the outcome of the court challenge.

Human rights group Liberty, which has been supporting Sarika, claims the school breached race, equality and human rights laws by not allowing her to wear the kara.

However, school leaders were disappointed by the judgment, saying it appeared to contradict previous rulings.

Martin Ward, the deputy general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, said: "We are disappointed that the courts have failed to support the school in this instance.

"The school had offered the student reasonable alternatives to accommodate her religious beliefs, such as wearing the bangle but not so that it was on display, and it is frustrating that the courts did not find this acceptable."

He said the judgment would not make sense to headteachers, parents and students.

"The purpose of school uniform is to create a community ethos and no individual pupils should be able to go their own way. Previous judgments recently have reinforced the right of the governing body to make a judgement, following consultation with the community, on what uniform is reasonable."

Jeffrey Bacon, a reknowned employment barrister specialising in discrimination, said the judgment would not set a precedent for schools to accept all religious symbols.

"The judge recognised that it's one of the five 'kakars' [symbols of Sikhism], which is significant and would suggest schools and employers shouldn't start running for cover and allowing people to wear everything. But it does pave the way for people to look for chinks in the armour."

Bacon, from Littleton Chambers and who is married to a Sikh, said most Sikhs wear the kara and the judgment was important because it defined it as not being a piece of jewellery.

"To most people the kara looks like a piece of jewellery but he judged it be one of the five symbols of Sikhism. It would be hard for other people to try and fit into that.

"Sikhs as a religious or ethnic group would be less able to comply with the school's policy, which is the start of indirect discrimination," he said.

The five Ks of Sikhism

Kesh – not cutting hair

Kanga – the comb to keep hair clean and tidy

Kara – the bracelet symbolising restraint from evil deeds and the infinity of god

Kirpan – the sword emblem of courage and self-defense

Kachehra – a pair of knee-length shorts that represent living a faithful life

This article was first published on guardian.co.uk on Tuesday July 29 2008. It was last updated at 15:20 on July 29 2008.

guardian.co.uk © Guardian News and Media Limited 2008
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Church exorcism protected by First Amendment               By Catherine Elsworth 

Last Updated: 1:34PM BST 29 Jul 2008

A woman who claims she was injured during an exorcism performed by a Texas church group is reportedly planning to take her case to the US Supreme Court after state judges ruled the actions of the church were protected by the First Amendment.

 Laura Schubert Pearson's lawsuit accusing members of the Pleasant Glade Assembly of God Church of subjecting her to a two-day exorcism ordeal in 1996 that left her so distressed she attempted suicide was dismissed by the Texas Supreme Court last month.

The judges overturned a lower court's decision awarding her damages and ruled that because Mrs Schubert Pearson's claims of injury amounted to a religious dispute over church doctrine it would be "unconstitutional" for the court to get involved.

Religious freedom campaigners say the case strikes at the heart of the US Constitution's First Amendment, which prohibits government interference in the free exercise of religion, and were the US Supreme Court to rule in Mrs Schubert Pearson's favour, it would signal "the end of church independence and religious freedom" in America.

Mrs Schubert Pearson, 29, claims she was left bruised and traumatised after members of her church group allegedly kept her captive for two days so they could perform an exorcism in which was pinned to the ground and "pummelled".

The incident happened after fellow members of the church group became convinced she was possessed by demons. She was 17 at the time.

After the alleged ordeal, she dropped out of school and tried to slit her wrists.

She told the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, a Texas paper, that she was determined to seek justice from her alleged abusers after the Texas Supreme Court threw out her case claiming physical and emotional injury.

"You can't use your religious beliefs to get away with harming a child," the mother of two who now lives in Georgia told the paper. "This is so much bigger than myself. This is about not allowing the cover of religion to permit physical abuse in a church, and particularly to a child."

In the Texas Supreme Court ruling, Justice David Medina, writing for the majority, said that were the court to get involved and dictate a church's religious activities it would have "an unconstitutional 'chilling effect'".

The decision was opposed by three dissenting justices. Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson said it was "inconsistent with US Supreme Court precedent and extends far beyond the protections our Constitution affords religious conduct."

"The First Amendment guards religious liberty; it does not sanction intentional abuse in religion's name," he wrote.

Hiram Sasser, director of litigation for Liberty Legal Institute, a non-profit organisation representing litigants in religious freedom cases, said the separation of church and state prevented government interference in religious practices except in extreme examples such as sexual abuse.

And while this might mean "certain harms may go unaddressed", he said, "the larger protection of the church and religious freedom is the overriding concern."

Mrs Schubert Pearson's claims were largely emotional and "so interwoven with religious practices" there was no way for a court to get involved, he added.

"The government can't get involved in overseeing religious practices. The best way to say it is it's not American.

"If she did prevail that would erase about 150 years of law in this country from the Supreme Court saying the government does not get involved in the internal affairs and operations of the church. It would effectively be the end of church independence and religious freedom in our country."
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The final wet straw: the deluge brings an olympic-size challenge. Michael Wright reports from rural France

Last Updated: 12:01am BST 05/05/2008

Athletes all over the world are preparing, mentally and physically, for the Olympic Games. I know how they feel, for I have a vegetable patch. And I cannot silence the voice in my head that whispers that my preparations are not on course; that I am still way short of last season's personal best; that I've left it too late again.

As the days left for digging and Beijing tick away, it doesn't help that I know that I am not alone, and that even Gilles, my heroic ex-neighbour, still has some digging to do. Everyone seems to be rattled by the rain. Indeed, if we have any more of the stuff, I may turn the potager into a paddy field.

Alice, a former city girl who has gamely accepted most of the cold, wet and muddy realities of life on a smallholding in rural France, has finally thrown up her hands and told me: enough. Enough of this water seeping through the back of the house; of weeds growing in the winter sitting-room; of rivulets joining us for breakfast from under the stove. Others have followed suit.

"Ça suffit," cluck the Egg Squad, no longer prepared to wade to work.

"Arrête," bleat the Rastafarians, incensed at having to sully their polished hooves with hock-deep gloop.

I don't think anyone at La Folie is expecting me to make it stop raining, exactly. Nobody except Cat, anyway, who misses the lizards. But I think the idea is that I should do something, and soon, to squeeze out the leaky old sponge that we all call home. Even the freshly-pointed masonry in the new rooms above the barn is beginning to darken with the damp.

The plan, therefore, is to persuade a man with une tractopelle (a JCB, or BCJ as the French probably call it) to dig a drain the size of the Channel Tunnel along the back of La Folie, so that the water running off the hill goes around the house, rather than coming straight through it. I like the idea of going the whole hog and creating a moat, to repel the marauding fouines that disturb our sleep by scuttling in the eaves and peeing through our bedroom ceiling. But I secretly fear that my mother-in-law might take this the wrong way.

While we're digging for victory, I also plan to carve away a great swathe of the French hillside that - inch by inch, year by year - is bearing down on us like an advancing glacier. Some of the ancient windows at the back of the house are now almost beneath the level of the soil's surface, as yesterday's ground floor slowly becomes today's cellar. In a few hundred years' time, I suppose La Folie will be the Limousin equivalent of Wookey Hole.

"C'est beaucoup de terre," whistles Monsieur Caraboeuf, one of the many drainage experts who has come to give me un devis. He has arrived in a 4x4 so gleamingly new and shiny that Digby is unable to resist jumping up at the driver's window, scratching a wobbly "IIII" in the pristine paintwork with his razor-toothed claws. Caraboeuf scratches his head, pondering the problem of what to do with all the earth. I tell him my idea of using it to enlarge the flat area in front of the house, so that visitors would have space to turn around, rather than having to drive halfway back to Jolibois in reverse.

But Caraboeuf, whose lined forehead reminds me of a sheep hurdle, is worried about something else. Not his car door, I hope.

"Ah, il y a un tuyau," he says, putting his head to one side, and pulling a doom-laden expression as he gazes down at a rusted iron pipe that comes out of the hillside and in through the rear wall of the house, like a needle embedded in the shoulder of an old ram.

"Can't you just avoid hitting it with your digger?" I ask, surprised that none of the other drainage experts has been particularly exercised by this pipe, which runs - I think - from the water source further up the hill.

Caraboeuf shakes his head. "I'd rather call in a friend," he says, climbing back into this shiny vehicle, and gazing ruefully at the canine graffiti on his door. "You'll see." And then he reverses off back down the drive so sharply that I don't even have time to ask him whether it would be against the spirit of the Olympics to use a JCB to make it look as if a fellow had dug his potager by hand.

www.lafolie.co.uk
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Carla Bruni: don't be a Camelot clone                          by Hilary Alexander 
Last Updated: 12:01am BST 31/07/2008

Madame Sarkozy wants to be like Jackie Kennedy. But she’s picked the wrong role model, argues Hannah Betts

Just three short months after Britain yielded to the charms of the latest Madame Sarkozy, Carlamania is upon us once more.


Is Carla Bruni the new Jackie O?

Not only does August’s Vanity Fair boast the Pseuds’ Corner lyricist and celebrity bedpost notcher as its cover girl, it heralds a new phase in her iconography by inquiring: “Carla Bruni: The New Jackie O?” The idea is Bruni’s own, albeit that the Jackie she favours is K rather than O.

The gist of the analogy, it would seem, concerns the vexed issue of ladling.

As Sarko’s inamorata opines, “She [Jackie] was so young and modern, and of course unconsciously I would project myself more like Jackie Kennedy than, for instance, Mme de Gaulle . . . There is a great photograph of Mme de Gaulle serving soup to her husband. I do serve soup to my husband sometimes, but I wouldn’t get photographed that way.”

Curious that a woman who has not balked at finding herself photographed in so many exotic positions should find serving supper a fetish too far. There is a degree of canniness in Bruni’s reading of the national psyche.

advertisement

The French have always had a soft spot for Jacqueline Kennedy and her Bouvier affectations, including her spell at the Sorbonne. Kennedy was beautiful, stylish and demure – tick; fêted by foreign leaders – check; and artsy to boot, though whether the First Lady’s passion for ballet compares with Carla warbling “You are my dope” on her new album is open to debate.

JFK’s Guinevere was even photographed in the altogether, though she was admittedly a rather more reluctant participant – shot as she was by a paparazzo on a Greek island in 1975 – than the brazen chatelaine of the Elysée Palace.

Despite the suits, the glasses and those darling hats, one wonders why anyone would seek to emulate Jackie Kennedy. As she herself once declared: “There are two kinds of women – those who want power in the world and those who want power in bed.”

Jackie seemingly enjoyed neither. Her worldly authority was confined to turning the heads of frisky statesmen.

Her influence in the boudoir was equally negligible, first with the pathologically priapic JFK, second with Aristotle Onassis, who continued his infatuation with old flame Maria Callas during their marriage.

Bruni take note: the corollary of being a trophy wife is that trophies tend to be for display purposes only. Far better for Carla to embrace the idiosyncratic icon that she is. Fifty years on from Camelot, “real” women with pretensions to small matters such as careers do not fare well in First Lady roles.

Cherie and Hillary are despised as much as they are admired, Sarah Brown no longer works, and even Kate Middleton occupies a curious vacuum until claimed by her prince. The role of political consort remains as vapid as it is treacherous.

Though not technically a job, it effectively precludes having one.

More fitting, then, to embody the position’s one-dimensional status and be that gloriously post-modern phenomenon: First Lady as über mannequin/mythic sexual adventuress.

If she continues to pine for a more spirited role model, Bruni should think not in terms of political spouses, but political mistresses – a tradition with a particularly proud Gallic heritage.

Not a soup-brandishing Mme de Gaulle, then, but a nipple-flashing Diane de Poitiers, or trilling Madame de Pompadour – women for whom, as for Bruni, sex spelled power.
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Rockefeller was seeking new life in Baltimore     By Maria Cramer and Eric Moskowitz  

August 4, 2008

BALTIMORE - More than a month before Clark Rockefeller allegedly absconded to Baltimore with his 7-year-old daughter, he told the seller of a stately Baltimore carriage house that he wanted to purchase the property to make a home there with his little girl.

Calling himself Chip Smith, Rockefeller paid cash for the roughly $450,000 home, saying he liked the yard and the proximity to Grace and St. Peter's School, a private Episcopal elementary, in the city's Mount Vernon neighborhood, said John Day, the seller, in a phone interview yesterday.

"I met him like a month and a half ago, when we were doing a walk-through in the house, and it's funny, he mentioned that he was bringing his daughter here to live. So I guess he thought he was not going to get caught," said Day, managing partner of Mount Vernon Portfolio Equities, the real estate investment and property-management company that sold the carriage house to Rockefeller.

Day, who has two young daughters, said he and Rockefeller spoke fondly of their children and of shared interests in sailing and Japan. "He didn't make it seem like this was a way station."

Authorities lured Rockefeller from that carriage house Saturday, snaring him six days after he allegedly whisked his daughter from a visit supervised by a social worker in Boston and fled in a black sport utility vehicle, prompting an international search that yielded unverified sightings in multiple states and the Caribbean.

Rockefeller was caught with a ploy involving his sailboat, which was docked about 3 miles away. Authorities found his daughter, Reigh Storrow Mills Boss, often called Snooks, safe inside the home and reunited her that night with her mother, Sandra Boss, who flew from Boston immediately, police said.

Their reunion, witnessed by a sergeant detective from Boston, "went very well," according to Deputy Superintendent Thomas Lee, head of the Boston Police Department's criminal investigation division. Lee declined to provide the current location of Boss and her daughter, out of respect for the family.

Meanwhile, Rockefeller was in custody in Baltimore. Police officials have taken Rockefeller's fingerprints and are running them through databases to determine if he is connected to any crimes, a second law enforcement official said. Boston police spokesman Eddy Chrispin said Rockefeller will be arraigned today in the Eastside District Court Building in Baltimore, and authorities will seek his extradition from Baltimore to Boston to face charges brought by the Suffolk district attorney's office.

Lee said Rockefeller appeared to be planning to start over with the daughter whose custody he lost in divorce proceedings in December.

"It seems like he was setting up a life down there," Lee said. "I have no doubt that he would have been right back in high-society circles."

In Baltimore, Rockefeller used at least two aliases - Charles "Chip" Smith and Clark Rock, according to Lee - that were distinct from the four or more he used in Boston and other areas, where he apparently went by Michael Brown, JP Clark Rockefeller, James Frederick, and Clark Mill Rockefeller. In divorce proceedings, Boss, a senior partner in London at McKinsey & Co., accused Rockefeller of being a fraud who lied about being a member of the famed family.

But even under a different name, Rockefeller cut the same figure in Baltimore that he had on Beacon Hill, on Nantucket, and in New Hampshire, as a well-bred, well-traveled, quirky man with an intellectual bent, rarefied interests, and a preppy wardrobe.

When he met Day for the property walk-through in mid-June, a month after first expressing interest through an agent, he wore deck shoes and a polo shirt with the collar upturned. He had a sweater knotted around his neck.

"Real preppy," said Day, adding that he "didn't figure out what he did, but he seemed very bright, definitely."

He said Rockefeller had a slightly off-putting accent - "sort of like a Madonna accent, like a fake English accent."

Day, whose wife is Japanese, said Chip Smith knew specifics about Tokyo that most tourists would not know.

Day said he thought it was unusual that the man was buying a home for his personal residence under a limited-liability corporation instead of his own name. Day, speaking from his home in a phone interview, said he did not have the sale paperwork before him and could not give further details.

But the sale was easy, Day said, save for a two-week extension on the closing that Rockefeller requested through an agent, citing treatment for a medical condition in Switzerland.

The nearly 3,200-square-foot carriage house at 618 Ploy St. - which previously had been rented as a three-bedroom apartment - sits behind a mansion that had been turned into an apartment building in an upscale neighborhood dotted with prominent brick houses a century or more old.

Day, whose partnership still owns the apartment building, subdivided and sold the carriage house to Rockefeller, who closed about two weeks ago. In the end, Rockefeller was given about $20,000 in credits off the purchase price, because Rockefeller wanted to add his own touches to the kitchen, upstairs flooring, and yard.

Yesterday, the tall, arched windows on the carriage house revealed a nearly finished living space and an array of moving boxes, including an open carton that contained imported bottles of sherry. A dark leather couch and matching chairs could be seen, as well as some framed paintings propped against a wall.

A colorful print dress - matching the one Rockefeller supposedly bought for his daughter before fleeing, according to photos released by police - lay on a hallway bench.

Rockefeller had led some in Boston to believe he had a 72-foot yacht waiting on Long Island, but the craft turned out to be a poorly maintained day-sailer docked near Baltimore's Inner Harbor. Last week, Boston police said they had initially believed that Rockefeller planned to flee on the yacht with his daughter to Bermuda or Peru, but found no evidence to support that theory.

FBI agents said they lured Rockefeller into capture by making him believe his sailboat was taking on water. He left the girl alone while he went to check on the boat.

Rockefeller had kept his Stiletto Catamaran at Baltimore's Anchorage Marina for at least nine years, though he never seemed to sail it, said Jim Ruscoe Jr., the marina's manager, in an interview yesterday. A few times a year, Rockefeller would come by the marina merely to check on the shabby-looking boat, he said.

"It's in such bad shape, he would come out to see if it was still floating," Ruscoe said.

After being approached by the FBI, Ruscoe said, he came up with the idea to draw Rockefeller out with a call about his 26-foot boat taking on water; he had made a similar call last year when that happened.

Ruscoe said he reached Rockefeller - whom he knew as Chip Smith - on a local number Saturday at about 1:30 p.m., with at least one FBI agent listening in.

Rockefeller had docked the boat, named Puma, at a 35-foot slip that he rented from the slip's owner. Such spots usually rent for about $3,000 a year, Ruscoe said.

The marina, which bills itself as Baltimore's premier yachting center, is about 3 miles from Rockefeller's carriage house. Yesterday, his sailboat - its pink and blue racing stripes cracked and faded - remained docked there, bobbing amid a host of sleeker-looking craft.

Said one passerby, eyeing Rockefeller's boat: "That damn thing's been here for years."

Globe correspondents Christopher Baxter and Jonnelle Marte contributed to this report. 

© Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company
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52 years later, ship still takes victims                                                        By Tania deLuzuriaga

August 4, 2008

It was a graceful ship renowned for its safety. But lying on its side 240 feet below the ocean's surface, the wreck of the Andrea Doria has a much deadlier reputation.

After 52 years on the sea floor about 40 miles south of Nantucket, the upper decks of the 697-foot vessel have collapsed onto the ocean floor, creating a labyrinth of debris. At its resting spot near the edge of the continental shelf, the waters are frigid and the currents fierce. Visibility can stretch as far as 75 feet or as little as 10 and can change in an instant. Divers, drawn to the wreck by the aura of one of the world's last luxury liners and the treasures it might hold, call it the Mount Everest of their sport.

"It has this mystique, this machismo about it," said Dan Crowell, a former charter captain who led diving trips to the Andrea Doria from Montauk, N.Y., in the 1990s.

Each year, hundreds make the treacherous dive to the otherwise barren sea floor to spend about a half-hour with the ship's dark remains. But the extreme conditions that make it alluring to thrill-seeking divers also make it lethal. Over the years the wreck has claimed the lives of 15 people, most recently Terry DeWolf, 38, a Houston man who died Wednesday while diving with a group of nine others.

The reasons for DeWolf's death are still unknown. He was an experienced diver, said Detective Sergeant Christopher Anderson of the East Hampton Police Department in New York, which is investigating the accident along with the US Coast Guard.

Some of the best divers in the world have made fatal mistakes at the Andrea Doria. It is more than twice the depth of typical recreational dives, and help is hours away. Divers have been swept away by the swift and unpredictable currents, become entangled in debris hanging off the wreck, and gotten lost in its interior. Some have died when equipment malfunctioned or as a result of breathing from an air tank that contained slightly too much oxygen - deadly at that depth. For others, the exertion was too much.

"People don't realize, water is 800 times denser than air," said Crowell, who had two divers die of apparent heart attacks while on expeditions to the wreck in 1999. "Every move takes 800 times more effort."

Even before it sank, the Andrea Doria commanded attention. An Italian ocean liner named after a 16th-century admiral, the stately ocean liner was bound for New York City when it collided with a Swedish ocean liner on July 25, 1956, killing 46 people. The boat sank the next morning, and almost immediately became a frontier for adventure divers.

In that small and elite world, the Doria, as they call it, is the trip that proves you are a part of the club.

"When you tell someone you're a technical diver, the first question they ask is 'Have you dove the Andrea Doria?' " said J.T. Barker, a charter captain from Hatteras, N.C., who has been on five expeditions to the ship.

People often train for years before venturing to the depths of the wreck. They rely on high-tech suits to stave off hypothermia and special regulators and air tanks to maximize their time in the water. Even then, trips must be carefully plotted to the minute. Divers must ascend slowly and pause periodically to prevent nitrogen narcosis, the bends.

"They are on a clock," said Joe Haberstroh, an editor at Newsday who wrote a book about the diving fatalities at the wreck that was published in 2003. "They decompress for hours, all for 30 or 40 minutes of bottom time."

Divers, usually laden with hundreds of pounds of tools, tanks, and other equipment, descend hand over hand down ropes that link the dive boat to the wreck. The size of a city block, the Andrea Doria is almost always impossible to see in its entirety. Instead, pieces of it come into view and then fade hazily out into the ocean.

"It's just like they say - deep, dark, and dangerous," said Marcie Bilinski, an East Bridgewater diver who is one of the few women to make it to the Doria. "The current can be so strong you're hanging on the line for your life. . . . The waters are shark-infested."

Once on the wreck, many are eager to venture inside the dark maze of collapsing corridors to gather artifacts like old bottles, china tea cups, and brass rings as souvenirs of their dive and backup to their bragging rights. With the wreck in international waters and no salvage rights assigned to the ship, divers are free to take what they want.

People who make the dive consider themselves part of an exclusive set, and groups often give themselves nicknames like "the big boys" or "the crazies."

But sometimes, the attraction overwhelms judgment.

"You get sucked into wanting a piece of china," Barker said. "It costs so much money, it's so far out, that you take risks you wouldn't take on any other wreck just to get a piece of china. It's not worth dying over, but you don't think that way."

Barker knows. On his first trip to the Doria in 1998, he got lost after entering the ship without a line to help him find his way out, a mistake he says he will never repeat. A chance encounter with other divers saved his life, he said.

The following year, he retrieved the body of a fellow diver who died of an apparent heart attack at the wreck. It did not prevent him from diving to the Doria again.

"You always think you're next, but when you go down and touch the wreck, you find it all goes away."

As the wreck has deteriorated and the deaths have mounted, fewer divers have ventured to the Doria in recent years.

Crowell, who saw five divers die there in a two-year span, has not been there since 2001. Neither has Barker. Bilinski, however, said she has a trip planned for next week.

"I am hoping to find some china," she said. "As it's broken up, new sections have opened up. . . . I think it'll be there and be a lure for people for another 50 years."

Tania deLuzuriaga can be reached at deluzuriaga@globe.com. 
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Sex Doesn't Always Sell                                                                           bv Sameer Reddy

Updated: 1:30 PM ET Aug 4, 2008

In America, we like our steak medium rare, our beer ice cold and, as a rule, we expect our First Ladies to act out the part of the supportive political spouse, the archetypal housewife in the ultimate white house. Look pretty, but don't' speak out of turn, à la Laura Bush. Glam it up, but always in a demur, ladylike way, like Jackie O. And if you have to speak your mind, like Hillary Rodham Clinton, then be prepared to pay the price. When Clinton, one of the most polarizing figures in modern American politics, said dismissively in 1992 that "I could have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas, but what I decided to do was fulfill my profession," she endured a storm of conservative criticism.

In her outspokenness, Clinton is much like Carla Bruni, ex-supermodel, C-list Pop star, occasional centerfold, and the new First Lady of France. The difference is that in France, the public couldn't care less about the public gaffes of its political wives; they're more interested in preserving the 35-hour workweek. The difference between Bruni and her American counterparts, Cindy McCain and Michelle Obama, couldn't be starker. As America's November election nears and the candidates and their families go under the magnifying glass, Americans seem to want their political spouses to present a pristine appearance, even if they aren't Snow White.

On her new album, "Comme si de rien n'etait" (As if nothing had happened), Bruni is in no danger of being compared to the virginal cartoon character. She sings, presumably in reference to her husband, French President Nicholas Sarkozy, lyrics that would make Tammy Wynette blush if she were alive: "You need to understand, you are my lord, you are my love, you are my orgy." Her music has also referred to heroin and polyandry—one can be reasonably sure that the only kind of cookies she might bake would have psychotropic qualities. The Italian-born Bruni, with her penchant for unforgettable metaphor, has been embraced by the notoriously nationalistic French, but in America, she never would have had a chance. Never mind her enthusiasm for group sex, she's just too darn beautiful.

Meenal Mistry, a New York-based fashion journalist, observes that "physical beauty provokes all kinds of strange and strong reactions in people, suspicion [among] them. Both Michelle and Cindy are attractive women, but they're not supermodels and they are quite conservative in their hair, makeup and dress. I think if the country was faced with a beauty like Carla, it would become an issue. The opposing party would use it as a weapon, the candidate's morals would be called into question, and no matter what the wife had accomplished, she would be viewed as a trophy wife—and the candidate seen as the sort of man who wants and needs a trophy wife." When you survey the landscape of political wives of Presidential candidates over the past 20 years, Mistry's reading of the situation seems right on. The women are always well-manicured and put together, they ooze unoffensive, upper-middle class taste, but they never exude unbridled sexual magnetism. If one's ambition extends to the Oval Office, an end goal for which some candidates spend their entire life plotting, then that's too big of a risk to take in your love life.

Cindy McCain, a former beauty queen with a preserved-in-aspic appeal, past addiction to painkillers and inheirited fortune, has more in common with Bruni than one might expect. When she revealed her addiction 14 years ago, she might have proved to be a political liability for her husband's presidential aspirations. McCain, however, unlike Bruni, has attempted to maintain a low public profile, while standing steadfastly at her husband's side. She tows the party line in press interviews, dresses in prim, tailored suits, and never has a hair out of place. She is also 54, past the point when the American public might perceive her as a sexual being.

Michelle Obama, 44, is still in an age bracket that could conceivably wield some sex appeal within pop culture's unforgiving, ageist parameters, but she has effectively branded herself as both a devoted mother and accomplished career woman, shifting attention from her physical self to her achievements and attachments. She has also nurtured a dress sense that subtly incorporates sophisticated high-fashion elements, such as bold costume jewelry from Tom Binns. Fern Mallis, the Senior VP of IMG Fashion, hopes to welcome both candidates' wives during Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week in New York this September, where she sees them as a natural fit in the front-row. "They both look very chic and wear clothes appropriate to their lifestyles and the rigor of the campaign trail. Michele is wearing slightly more contemporary clothes … and Cindy is [more] conservative … and looks very comfortable in her wardrobe."

McCain and Obama are discreetly stylish, appealingly pretty, and, not by accident, conspicuously nonthreatening. Obama might love a nice set of pearls as much as the next woman, but the wholesome image they represent is probably part of the reason she's been seen sporting them all over the country. Consultants, campaign advisers, focus groups hover in the background—it's not just the husbands who have hand-tailored images. Sartorial strategy factors into the bigger political picture, and you can be sure there is someone considering the broader implications of hemlines, color palettes, and cleavage.

Clinton's success in the primary sparked some celebratory rhetoric about barriers being broken and glass ceilings shattered, and without a doubt, her candidacy has raised the bar of possibility for American women. But missing from this conversation is an acknowledgement of the way that America's complicated relationship to its own sexuality influences the standards by which women in public life are judged. We sneer at the French and their 'liberated' ways, but they make allowances for the humanity of their political figures, instead of holding them up to a desexualized standard of perfection that often yields disappointment, or alternately, deception. In her latest publicity bombshell, Bruni poses with a catlike smile on the cover of this month's Vanity Fair, and inside, she stands defiant in a blood-red gown which billows in the wind, on the roof of the Élysée Palace, in Paris. In the accompanying interview it is clear she is not going to apologize for being herself. Simon Doonan, the creative director of Barneys New York and author of Eccentric Glamor, sums up the difference between the two countries' conceptions of political figures, "America still has that Puritan thing going on: self-denial is a pre-requisite for public service." Just try telling that to Carla.
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The Death of English (LOL)                                                                 by Lily Huang

Updated: 10:34 AM ET Aug 2, 2008
The most hotly contested controversy sparked by the text-messaging phenomenon of the past eight years is over truant letters. "Textese," a nascent dialect of English that subverts letters and numbers to produce ultra-concise words and sentiments, is horrifying language loyalists and pedagogues. And their fears are stoked by some staggering numbers: this year the world is on track to produce 2.3 trillion messages—a nearly 20 percent increase from 2007 and almost 150 percent from 2000. The accompanying revenue for telephone companies is growing nearly as fast—to an estimated $60 billion this year. In the English-speaking world, Britain alone generates well over 6 billion messages every month. People are communicating more and faster than ever, but some worry that, as textese drops consonants, vowels and punctuation and makes no distinction between letters and numbers, people will no longer know how we're really supposed to communicate. Will text messaging produce generations of illiterates? Could this—OMG—be the death of the English language?

Those raising the alarm aren't linguists. They're teachers who have had to red-pen some ridiculous practices in high-school papers and concerned citizens who believe it their moral duty to write grammar books. The latter can be quite prominent, like John Humphrys, a television broadcaster and household name in Britain, for whom texting is "vandalism," and Lynne Truss, author of "Eats, Shoots and Leaves," who actually enjoys texting so much she never abbreviates. Britain, one of the first countries where texting became a national habit, has also produced some of the most bitter anti-texting vitriol; "textese," wrote John Sutherland in The Guardian, "masks dyslexia." But linguists, if anyone is paying attention, have kept quiet on this score—until now. In a new book, Britain's most prolific linguist finally sets a few things straight.

David Crystal's "Txtng: the Gr8 Db8" (Oxford) makes two general points: that the language of texting is hardly as deviant as people think, and that texting actually makes young people better communicators, not worse. Crystal spells out the first point by marshaling real linguistic evidence. He breaks down the distinctive elements of texting language—pictograms; initialisms, or acronyms; contractions, and others—and points out similar examples in linguistic practice from the ancient Egyptians to 20th-century broadcasting. Shakespeare freely used elisions, novel syntax and several thousand made-up words (his own name was signed in six different ways). Even some common conventions are relatively newfangled: rules for using the oft-abused apostrophe were set only in the middle of the 19th century. The point is that tailored text predates the text message, so we might as well accept that ours is a language of vandals. Who even knows what p.m. stands for? ("Post meridiem," Latin for "after midday," first recorded by a lazy delinquent in 1666.)

Where the naysayers see destruction, Crystal sees growth. He believes in the same theory of evolution for language as some evolutionary biologists do for life: change isn't gradual. Monumental developments interrupt periods of stasis, always as a result of crucial external developments. The American Revolution had much greater consequences for the English language than texting has had thus far. The resulting differences between American and British English, Crystal says, are more pronounced than the differences between, say, the language of newspapers and text messages. (Interestingly, there are hardly any differences between American and British texting.)

As soon as linguists began to peer into the uproar over texting, researchers examined the effects of texting experimentally. The results disproved conventional wisdom: in one British experiment last year, children who texted—and who wielded plenty of abbreviations—scored higher on reading and vocabulary tests. In fact, the more adept they were at abbreviating, the better they did in spelling and writing. Far from being a means to getting around literacy, texting seems to give literacy a boost. The effect is similar to what happens when parents yak away to infants or read to toddlers: the more exposure children get to language, by whatever means, the more verbally skilled they become. "Before you can write abbreviated forms effectively and play with them, you need to have a sense of how the sounds of your language relate to the letters," says Crystal. The same study also found the children with the highest scores to be the first to have gotten their own cell phones.

Which doesn't let the teenager who LOLs in a term paper off the hook—but that's not so much a question of language ability as of judgment. It, too, should go the way of all slang ever inappropriately used in a classroom—rebuked with a red pen, not seized upon as a symptom of generational decline. Even if electronic communication engenders its own kind of carelessness, it's no worse than the carelessness of academic jargon or journalistic shorthand. It certainly doesn't engender stupidity. One look at the winners of text-poetry contests in Britain proves that the force behind texting is a penchant for innovation, not linguistic laziness. Electronic communication, Crystal says, "has introduced that kind of creative spirit into spelling once again." That heathen Shakespeare would have been onboard.
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Property in France: C'est la folie                                     by Michael Wright

Hugh cares about winning – which is why humiliation will belong to me. Michael Wright reports from rural France

Woken by the sun streaming in through the bedroom window, I sit up in a panic. My dry mouth, thumping heart and sense of impending doom can mean only one thing: the Jolibois tennis tournament has come around again.

Now I'm conscious that many people may look to this column to reconnnect with a France of battered 2CVs clattering through chicken-strewn farmyards; of chilled rosé sipped in village squares where the sun-dappled silence is broken only by the clack of boules lobbed by barrel-girthed moustaches in black berets. Well, I'm sorry to lower the tone this week, but le tennis in France is no pique-nique. It's bif, baf, bof, victory at all costs, and if you don't win, monsieur, you're nothing: nul, rien, zéro. No wonder you need a licence to play.

Tennis was never thus on the mossy tarmac of my little club in East Dulwich, where mixed doubles was everyone's favourite, especially when played amid the smoke of sausages sizzling on a barbecue, and the pssscht of lemonade bottles being opened as the sun went down. Even there, south of the river, it was unheard of to lose one's temper on court. Curiously, the only person who ever did so was (polite cough) French.

I remember feeling a kind of awe at how Pilou - a tousled thirtysomething with a sledgehammer serve - would scream and shout at himself between points, hurling his racquet and uttering abuse so lavatorially caustic that even we who could barely speak the lingo were shocked. I thought he was a crazy one-off; unhinged, perhaps, by being so far from Nantes. But I have met many others just like Pilou, here in Jolibois.

Though I don't condone their histrionics, I do feel a sneaking respect for how passionately the French want to win. In Britain, we tend to play tennis with people, for fun. Here in France, you mostly play against them, to win. Or in my case, more often than not, to lose.

My first match in the Jolibois Open is against a 17-year-old called Hugh (pronounced Oog, which is roughly the sound he makes when he smites the ball). I know Hugh because he is the son of one of the local sheep-shearers, a muscular old fellow with shoulders like Samson and a beard like WG Grace.

Last time we played each other in a tournament, I felt guilty about winning, because Hugh seemed so nervy and fragile a child. But that was three years ago, and he is now so tall and strapping that I barely recognise him, any more than I recognise the succession of forehand winners that he smacks past me, like motorbikes screaming past a chicken in the middle of the road. And so, despite the encouraging cheers of the spectators, the lone British player in the tournament goes out in the first round. Again.

"I can't see where the pleasure lies," groans Yves, a banker from Paris, stepping off the next-door court after a similar drubbing. As we console ourselves with a cold demi, he whispers: "It's so painful, coming face to face with your weaknesses, and being slowly destroyed by someone better than you." Well, yes; it is. I find that it does hurt to lose more, now that I am doing everything I possibly can to win (short of taking drugs and bribing the umpire with Marmite). Yet I can't help feeling secretly pleased for Hugh. I also see that there is something about trying to win - as opposed to being attached to winning - that lends purpose to a game, and which somehow encourages human beings to strive in a way that we don't if no one is counting the points.

I mention this, because I gather that amid the current generation of head-teachers in Blighty there is a craven assumption that competition, the very whetstone of achievement, is somehow "bad" for children. I have no idea how this has arisen, but I do know that it bears no relation to my own experience of life or childhood. Or tennis, for that matter. I speak as one who was always hopeless at sport, in schools where competitive sport was taken seriously. Despite my lack of talent, I always felt - still feel - a passionate urge to participate. And however often I may lose, and no matter how painful the defeat, I swear I shall do nothing to prevent my own child, a toddler growing up in France, from wanting to compete.

# www.lafolie.co.uk
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Isaac Hayes obituary

Isaac Hayes, who died on Sunday aged 65 , was best known for his theme to the 1971 film Shaft, and much later for his contribution to the cartoon South Park; but he was also a highly important influence on the way popular music developed in the 1970s and 1990s.

By the mid-1960s, Hayes was already well regarded in the music industry for his songwriting work for Carla Thomas and Sam and Dave. But he yearned to be recognised as a singer in his own right, and in 1969 released an album unlike any yet heard.

Hot Buttered Soul consisted of just four tracks, extended reworkings of familiar songs such as Walk on By and By the time I get to Pheonix (lasting almost 19 minutes), which blended distinctly African funk grooves with European symphonic orchestration. In amongst the music brooded Hayes’s basso profundo voice, virile yet sensitive and intimate, with the vocals at times delivered as spoken soliloquies.

The album sold more five million copies, and persuaded other black singers - many of whom were involved in the civil rights movements - that an LP need not consist just of collections of singles. Without its influence, it is unlikely that Stevie Wonder would have recorded Talking Book (1972) or Marvin Gaye his polemic What’s Going On (1971). Equally, Hayes’s monologues, while derived from the traditional delivery of blues singers, later came to influence the emergence of rap music.

In his prime Hayes also cut an impressive and radical figure on stage. Led on stage enveloped in cloak and floppy hat, he would throw these off to reveal a muscular frame clad in burgundy tights, fur cuffs and an almost gladiatorial vest of gold chains, a provocative reference to his slave heritage.

The ensemble was toped by beard, sunglasses and a bald pate, shaved “to let my head breathe”, which appeared prominently on the cover of Hot Buttered Soul. At a time of struggle by America’s blacks for greater equality, Hayes consciously cast himself as the embodiment of black masculinity, a leader of his musical tribe, prompting his bodyguard, the future Reverend Dino Woodard, to dub him “Black Moses”.

The label stuck, and by 1971 Hayes seemed the natural choice to cut the score to the thriller Shaft, starring the black actor Richard Roundtree. Hayes’s instantly memorable theme, with its wah-wah guitar, edgy brass and unashamedly chauvinist lyrics (“Who’s the black private dick who’s a sex machine to all the chicks?”) topped the American charts, took the Oscar for Best Song, and paved the way for the success of a film which, almost for the first time, gave America’s urban black community a hero with which it could identify.

Isaac Lee Hayes was born in a tin shack at Covington, Tennessee, on August 20 1942. His mother died when he was one and his father abandoned him soon afterwards, leaving him to be raised by his grandparents, who were sharecroppers. When Isaac was six, the family moved to Memphis, where he was educated at Manassas High School. From the age of eight, he was picking cotton and working as a shoe-shine boy.

On leaving school, Hayes, ran with the wrong crowd and was soon arrested for burglary. He was acquitted, however, and resolved to concentrate on music, having taught himself to play the piano, organ and saxophone. He also enjoyed singing, his early efforts being influenced by Nat King Cole. Hayes soon cultivated a more soulful style after being enjoined to think of girls he liked while singing.

By his late teens he was already married and a father, and had to turn down seven music scholarships because he needed to support his family, which he did mainly by playing in Memphis bars. Eventually he was offered work as a session musician at the city’s Stax Records, covering for Booker T Jones, the house pianist, who was still attending school. Hayes took the job, although he could not read music and was only proficient on the piano in the key of C. His first assignment was to play keyboards for an artist newly discovered by Stax, Otis Redding.

By 1965, Hayes was working regularly by Stax by night and in a meat packing plant by day. He had also begun to write songs with a friend, David Porter, and on hearing these the owner of the Stax label, Jim Stewart, teamed the pair with another new act, Sam and Dave. Over the next four years, Hayes and Porter would write a series of outstanding songs for them, including Hold On, I’m Coming (1966), Soul Man (1967), Wrap It Up (1968) and Soul Sister, Brown Sugar (1968). A vital ingredient in the infectious rhythm of these was the sassy backing of the Memphis Horns, tighly orchestrated by Hayes.

Following his triumph at the Oscars in 1972, Hayes released half a dozen more albums in the mid-1970’s, among them Black Moses (1972), Joy (1973) and several more soundtracks, including Truck Turner (1974), in which Hayes starred as an American footballer. But though these essentially repeated the formula Hayes had created in his earlier recordings, they failed to reach the same heights, and were also less commercially successful, particularly once the taste for disco music started to replace that for soul.

Moreover, by now Hayes had become embroiled in the financial troubles which were affecting Stax and, following a dispute about royalty payments, he began – almost unbelievably – to fall into debt. In 1977 Hayes filed for bankruptcy, owing some $9 million; in four years, he had gone from owning a gold-plated Cadillac and employing a personal staff of 65 to having nothing. He even lost the rights to his recordings for Stax, although their plight was perhaps still worse than his; in a move that hinted of desperation, the label signed up Lena Zavaroni.

During the next 20 years, Hayes continued occasionally to release albums, enjoying some success with the anti-drugs single Ike’s Rap in 1986. He also appeared (usually as a villain) in films, including Escape From New York (1981). But he was also twice jailed (for using drugs and failing to pay alimony), and it as not until he turned to Scientology in the early 1990s that he began to bring order to his life; he credited his new faith with securing him a job as a disc jockey on a radio station in New York.

Just as important for Hayes, the sampling revolution in music began to give his records a second lease of life, with snatches of his songs being used as the core to the influential dance single Beat Dis by Bomb the Bass in 1988, and later on albums by Young MC and the Bristol-based trio of acts Massive Attack, Portishead and Tricky.

Hayes’s influence on the form of rep and dance music came to be widely acknowledged, and his personal renaissance was completed when, from 1998, he began to voice the character of Chef in the vile but popular adult cartoon South Park. The character parodied Hayes’s reputation as a ladies’ man, but allowed him the last laugh when, in January 1999, he reached No 1 in the British charts with the obscenely ribald novelty single Chocolate Salty Balls. When in 2005 the show produced an episode which satirised the Church of Scientology, he did not appear and, although he initially defended the programme, he left the following year, claiming that satire had crossed the line and become bigotry (though he had not complained about South Park’s frequent previous attacks on mainstream religions).

Isaac Hayes was known to be fond of feminine company. “Life could not be sweeter,” he said in 2000, as he contemplated his regained dignity. “Now all I need is a good woman to share myself with.”

He was married three times and fathered 11 children. He was also an honorary king of Ghana, taking the title Nene Katey Ocansey I.
19
THE INDEPENDENT

Friday, 9 January 2009
The battle for Middle Earth

Guillermo del Toro is a controversial choice to take over on The Hobbit from Peter Jackson. Can he satisfy the fans? By Jonathan Dean

Eleven hours and 38 minutes. That's how much of Peter Jackson's The Lord of the Rings is available for anyone smitten by elves, dwarves and small things with hairy feet.

It's the same time it takes to fly halfway round the world. It's a heck of a stretch to spend in Middle Earth. But if said land – where JRR Tolkien's books are set – sounds a little like purgatory, here's some hellish news for anyone immune to the charms of Gollum, Frodo, Gandalf and co: the fantasy is back. It will be the biggest film story from now until the end of 2012. You have been warned.

The addition to the yarn is a two-part imagining of The Hobbit – a prequel to the most successful film trilogy of all time that began with The Fellowship of the Ring in 2001 and wrapped up with The Return of the King two years later, nabbing 17 Oscars and $2.91bn in takings. Such figures turned the decision to film Tolkien's much-loved introductory novel into a no-brainer. But what has shocked fans is that Jackson – godlike in Ring circles – only executive produces this time, handing directing responsibilities over to Guillermo del Toro of Pan's Labyrinth and Hellboy fame. Perhaps the creator has tired of the world he so meticulously made.

It wouldn't be surprising. Ever since the curtain rose on the trilogy, the franchise has been milked. Online shops stock 20-plus DVD spin-offs (Special Extended Editions, Box Sets, Special Limited Editions, a Trivial Pursuit game), with Blu-Rays to come. On the official site, 18-carat gold "One Ring To Rule Them All" gift boxes are being bought at £380 a pop. Such marketing clout greatly excites the studio moneymen. In short, no fantasy novel has been safe from being filmed.

Sadly for filmgoers, the rush to grab hold of the Rings coattail has led to underwhelming adaptations of hugely successful fantasy novels Eragon (2006) and The Golden Compass (2007). Neither did enough business to warrant planned sequels. Disney has even pulled support from future films in the decent CS Lewis Chronicles of Narnia franchise, with Prince Caspian only the seventh most successful movie of 2008.

Has Jackson realised that The Hobbit can't be possibly be as successful as his original films in a time when gritty, real-world fare such as The Dark Knight smashes box-office records? Fantasy is far from a guarantee of big business these days and so, perhaps to protect his legacy, Jackson has ducked to the side.

Until this century, the New Zealander was no more than a well-regarded cult film-maker, the man behind classic splatter-flicks Bad Taste and Braindead and the excellent, Kate Winslet-starring fantasy-thriller Heavenly Creatures. Rings was by far the biggest venture he'd attempted, absorbing him and co-writer and wife Fran Walsh for the best part of five years. A desire for a change of scene seems reasonable.

Or, perhaps, he's too busy with adaptations of Alice Sebold's weepie The Lovely Bones (due next year) and Tintin (a joint enterprise with director Steven Spielberg), in various stages of development. Jackson admitted last year of his decision not to direct The Hobbit that "the idea of going back in and essentially competing against my own movie seemed an unsatisfying way to spend the next five years".

His no-show has already caused fan palaver more than three years before the planned release of The Hobbit's first instalment. During a live webchat in May last year, Jackson was asked why he couldn't just "direct it himself, after The Lovely Bones", and how Del Toro could possibly do justice to the hallowed work having told reporters at Cannes in 2006 that "I was never into heroic fantasy. At all. I don't like little guys and dragons, hairy feet, hobbits – I've never been into that at all. I don't like sword and sorcery, I hate all that stuff."

Fair points. While Jackson said he "thought long and hard about this and what we're doing here will result in better movies, I promise you," and Del Toro argued passionately that he loves The Hobbit "enough to give it half a decade of my life and move half a world away to do it," this executive producer/director set-up smacks of how one imagines Sir Alex Ferguson's eventual successor at Manchester United will feel if his stupendously successful predecessor sticks around, offering advice.

What's more, with Jackson and Walsh back on co-writing duties (alongside the new director), Lord of the Rings bigwigs Weta Workshop returning for effects, and New Zealand again doubling for Middle Earth, Del Toro's creative freedom hardly seems unchecked. He seems like a hired hand.

It would be a pity, though, if the Spanish director can't stamp his authority on the franchise. The visionary behind Cronos, The Devil's Backbone and Hellboy, his mind brims with creatures great and varied. He is a fascinating, unique talent, a genre crossover director who deserved an Oscar for 2006's superlative Pan's Labyrinth. In that film, he expertly depicted the fantasy world a little girl (Ofelia) creates to escape the brutality of the Spanish Civil War. It's grown-up storytelling – visually a perfect fit for a children's book like The Hobbit, but thematically miles off.

There is no doubt that Del Toro knows how to direct wonderful, personal, unique films, but his Hellboy movies have been good, not great, and his studio debut Mimic (1997) was by all accounts a disaster ("Mimic was a studio process, which is completely different and quite frankly, I did not enjoy it," he said). How he deals with the two-studio Hobbit behemoth – with or without Jackson peering over his shoulder – will be fascinating.

It wasn't meant to be like this. Back in September 2006, all roads seemed to lead to a link-up between MGM and Rings backers/Hobbit rights-owners New Line Cinema for a Jackson-directed prequel. But then he and New Line Cinema entered legal wranglings over what the director claimed was lost revenue from The Fellowship of the Ring, and the studio's co-founder Robert Shaye cut ties with the man who had brought unprecedented success to his company. Jackson was being greedy, they said. MGM put the brakes on. They wanted Jackson. Eventually a settlement was thrashed out and on 18 December 2007 it was announced that the MGM, New Line and (executive producing) Jackson team was back on.

"I really respect and admire Peter and would love for him to be creatively involved in some way in The Hobbit," said Shaye. Just not, it seems, behind the camera. It's as if the New Zealander's name means more to the companies backing the film than the book itself. Similarities can't even be drawn between Jackson and George Lucas, as the latter's Star Wars world was entirely his own. It made sense for him to executive-produce films in the series he did not direct (one of which, The Empire Strikes Back, is the best of the lot), but with Jackson's name appearing on the title card, The Hobbit will surely remain in his image.

Tolkien wrote The Hobbit for his three young boys, publishing it in September 1937 to such critical and commercial adulation that he crafted the Rings tomes. It tells of Bilbo Baggins teaming up with 13 dwarves to recapture treasure from the dragon Smaug. Set "between the dawn of the Færie and the Dominion of men" and riddled with sing-a-long songs (sample lyric: "O! Tril-lil-lil-lolly, the valley is jolly, ha! Ha!"), the novel begins the stories of two of the Rings films' most revered characters, Gollum and Gandalf, played by Andy Serkis and Ian McKellen respectively in Jackson's work.

Both are rumoured to be returning (Del Toro exclaiming "Absolutely" when asked about McKellen's involvement), along with a role of some sort for Ian Holm, who played Bilbo in Jackson's films. As such, continuity is assured. The first film will deal with the book of The Hobbit, while the second as-yet-untitled instalment offers creative licence to bridge the 60-year gap to The Fellowship of the Ring.

Both films are being shot back-to-back in 2010, but with freedom to imagine what Tolkien had in his head 70 years ago being handed to Del Toro and Jackson's writing team, fans' daggers are surely being sharpened. Perhaps the new director insisted on the infallible old master's involvement after all.
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Well-stocked Larders: Food and Diet of Hobbits                   By Stephanie Green

    "If more of us valued food and cheer and song above hoarded gold, it would be a merrier world."—J. R. R. Tolkien (1892—1973)[1]

On the first page of J. R. R. Tolkien's The Hobbit, we delight to discover that Bilbo's lovely hobbit hole is blessed with "pantries (lots of those)."[2] The reader's curiosity is instantly aroused. What, pray tell, does the homely hobbit have hidden in his larders? Tolkien was rather scanty in his answer. Although he explains that for hobbits, "growing food and eating it occupied most of their time,"[3] Tolkien does not often describe what exactly they loved to grow and eat. However, the occasional descriptions we're given help us piece together the hobbit diet, and consider how Tolkien's choice of foods reflect his concept of the ancient Middle-earth chronology. These descriptions can also provide insights into Tolkien's underlying theme of the hobbits as nostalgic English yeomen.

One of the more thorough descriptions of hobbit food comes from chapter nine of The Fellowship of the Ring. Frodo and the hobbits arrive at the Prancing Pony and Barliman treats them to a menu of "hot soup, cold meats, a blackberry tart, new loaves, slabs of butter, and half a ripe cheese. Good plain food, as good as the Shire could grow."[4] As this food is here compared favorably to the Shire, and the hobbits make no comment upon the menu but gobble it down immediately, "not hindered by unnecessary talk,"[5] we can gather that this meal is rather typical of hobbit fare. This meal contains foods that are filling, simple, and could have been grown or produced on a farm. What other foods do the hobbits grow?

Just after Gandalf leaves Bag End, Frodo notes that "the Shire had seldom seen so fair a summer, or so rich an autumn; the trees were laden with apples, honey was dripping in the combs, and the corn was tall and full."[6] Farmer Maggot has "a huge turnip-field"[7] and Sam Gamgee likewise knows this crop as a gardener.[8] Other edible roots grown in the Shire include carrots and onions.[9] We also know that hobbits "had a passion for mushrooms, surpassing even the greediest likings of big people."[10] The finest variety are wild mushrooms from the Shire's marsh area.[11] Mushrooms are also another of Farmer Maggot's crops. When still a young hobbit, Frodo tried to steal them.[12] As Bilbo leaves Rivendell and begins the arduous climb over the Misty Mountains, he recalls summer back in the Shire, when the Shirelings will be busy blackberrying.[13] So the hobbits are also fond of blackberries. Perhaps the berries inside Barliman's tart have come from the Shire?

In The Hobbit, Bilbo serves a selection of foods to Gandalf and the dwarves who turn up unexpectedly on his doorstep. Bilbo, upon hearing the doorbell and thinking it is Gandalf coming for tea, "put on the kettle, and put out another cup and saucer, and an extra cake or two."[14] Upon entering, the dwarf Balin requests beer and seed-cake, which Bilbo dutifully supplies.[15] Later, before even the last of the dwarves arrives, "a big jug of coffee had just been set on the hearth . . . and the dwarves were starting on a round of buttered scones."[16] Bifor requests "raspberry jam and apple tart."[17] Bofur inquires after some "mince-pies and cheese"[18] and Bombur is keen on "pork pie and salad."[19] Gandalf has the poor flummoxed hobbit put on a few eggs, and admonishes him to "just bring out the cold cuts and pickles!"[20]

Bilbo remarks that the dwarves seem "to know as much about the inside of my larders as I do myself."[21] Gandalf—the main instigator of the adventure—spends much time among the hobbits, so he is probably very familiar with their diets and the contents of their larders.

Already we have seen the hobbits enjoy a variety of fruits, vegetables, and other flora: apples, turnips, carrots, onions, mushrooms, corn, blackberries, and pickles. We know also that Sam is fond of potatoes,[22] and they are the Gaffer's "delight."[23] As the hobbits pick blackberries, they probably also pick other seasonal berries, for eating and for tarts and jams, such as the raspberry jam requested by Bifor. They collect honey and eggs. It seems the hobbits are also fond of—and probably make their own—cheese, butter, bread, and preserves. They've mastered the art of baking; seed-cakes, fruit tarts, scones, and pies are all favourite hobbit fare.

All of the foods mentioned above could be—and likely are—grown, cultivated, collected, and baked in the Shire. There is no mention in either The Hobbit or The Lord of the Rings of any foods being imported by the Halflings. When Tolkien writes that "growing food and eating it occupied most of their time," he isn't in the least bit exaggerating. Growing and eating food is a source of great enjoyment among the hobbits, who love to entertain their friends and families and eat six meals a day if they can get them.[24] When he starts out on his journey, Bilbo fondly remembers the Shire not by the food itself, but by the activities involved in preparing the food: "haymaking is going on and picnics. They will be harvesting and blackberrying."[25]

Hobbits enjoy a good vintage, though wine is prized and saved for special occasions. For the uninvited gathering in Bilbo's home, both Gandalf and Thorin expect to be served red wine.[26] Bilbo has inherited his father's—Bungo Baggins's—store of Old Winyards, so this is presumably what he offers his guests.[27] Old Winyards is a strong red vintage of the Southfarthing, where several vineyards are located.[28] We also know from The Hobbit that Bilbo has several beer barrels in his cellar,[29] and the hobbits drink "good deep mugs of beer"[30] at the Prancing Pony. Beer is a popular drink among hobbits, and does not seem to be reserved for occasions. It is not clear, however, whether hobbits drink imported beer or local brew, though one suspects the latter.

J. R. R. Tolkien

A pipe-smoker himself, Tolkien endowed the Shire with crops of "pipe-weed," grown for local consumption and export.

Tea and coffee are also mentioned as being served by Bilbo. One wonders where the hobbits acquire tea and coffee. Do they import these goods, and if so, from where? Or do they grow the crops themselves? Both tea[31] and coffee[32] grow best in a warm climate with well-drained and sandy soil, so the Shire with its temperate maritime climate is not ideal. The Southfarthing would be the most likely area for tea and coffee production, either in Longbottom where the pipe-weed is grown, or in Green Hill Country. More probably, though, these are luxury goods imported from elsewhere in Middle-earth.

From Saruman's storerooms in Isengard, Merry offers Gimli "first-rate salted pork" and "rashers of bacon."[33] Martinez argues that this meat is probably Shire-raised, as Gondor is an unlikely trade partner for Saruman,[34] and the pipe-weed in his storerooms also comes from the Shire.[35] Assuming Martinez is correct in his assertion, we know that the hobbits raise and eat pig. We also know they're fond of fish, as demonstrated by Sam's offer to cook fish and chips for Gollum.[36] Rabbit meat, or "coney," is another favourite, particularly in stew.[37]

As for sauces and seasonings, they are seldom mentioned. Hobbits do not favour rich sauces or dressings. When Sam boils the rabbit, he orders Gollum to find him some simple herbs; "a few bay-leaves, some thyme and sage, will do."[38] Sam also carries a little salt-box with him,[39] for seasoning. Herblore is important to hobbits, and herbs grow in the Shire, especially in the Gaffer's garden. But how does salt reach the Shire? Martinez believes it comes from the dwarves, who could buy it from the elven coastlands.[40]

Tolkien the historian must be at least vaguely aware of the antiquity of the foods he chooses to include in Middle-earth, and his decisions are purposeful. Humankind has baked bread for around 12,000 years, and studies suggest the Neanderthals might have invented soup.[41] Tea has been drunk in China since the 6th century BC, around the time mushrooms became popular.[42] The Persians have drunk coffee since the ninth century.[43] Cheese and grapes have been consumed for around 6000 years.[44] All of these foods are eaten by hobbits. It appears that Tolkien deliberately chose "ancient" foods that fitted with his idea of Middle-earth as a pre-English mythology.

However, not all of his food choices fit neatly into the chronology. The mention of corn in the Shire is interesting, as it could be interpreted as a mistake. Evidence of maize production dates back some 20,000 years. However, maize was grown only in the Americas until very recent times, so chronologically it could not be growing in Middle-earth when Frodo walks past. But the word "corn" is ancient and can be used to describe many different crops.[45] Treebeard, in his song to the Entiwives in The Two Towers, mentions "corn . . . in the blade,"[46] a line that evokes a grass cereal, such as wheat, before it grows an ear.[47] More than likely, however, Tolkien has chosen a seemingly "antiquated" food and hasn't concerned himself with fitting this food accurately into his chronology.

As for potatoes, Native Americans began to eat them around 2500 BC and this root was not introduced into the European diet till much later.[48] Until the eighteenth century, Europeans believed that a person could catch leprosy from eating potatoes.[49] Some writers contend that Tolkien's so-called potatoes represent a different plant or a crop that came east in the holds of the Númenóreans but later went extinct in Middle-earth.[50] Again, their inclusion suggests Tolkien wasn't being meticulous about including only foods that fit his chronology.

Warwickshire farmland.

This farmland lies in Warwickshire, an area that inspired Tolkien's depiction of the Shire. Image © Norman Baltes. Used by permission.

But for what reasons does Tolkien choose to include particular foods in the hobbits' diet if they do not belong there? Surely a man with as great an attention to detail wouldn't overlook this important data? Tolkien himself answers this question in his admission that the hobbits are a self-portrait of the rural English pastoral tradition. The inspiration for the Shire comes from rural England, particularly the region Tolkien considered his native land, the West Midlands.[51] Hobbiton, Tolkien admits in a letter, "is more or less a Warwickshire village" of the late 1800s.[52] The hobbits themselves serve as archetypes of the English yeomen with simple needs, simple goals, and simple fare. Curry points out that the hobbits "fall within the long tradition in English letters of nostalgic pastoralism."[53]

As such, the foods cultivated and eaten by the hobbits are all foods that would have been grown or raised in rural England prior to the industrial revolution. Many of the foods described are stereotypical English dishes: the fish and chips Sam offers to cook for Gollum, the buttered scones, putting the kettle on for a cup of tea, the mince and pork pies. As Tolkien tries to convey the image of hobbits as pre-industrial English pastoralists, he consequently imagines them eating foods that fortify this image. The pursuit of this image holds more creative sway for him than fitting the foods of the Shire and Middle-earth into his chronology. After all, what are fish 'n' chips without the "taters"?

The only goods that the hobbits seem to import are tea, coffee, and salt. For an English yeoman tea and coffee were also imported luxury goods. Again we see Tolkien's desire to represent hobbits as English yeomen. Salt is interesting because Tolkien's use of salt is credible within his chronology. Roman Britain had a salt-panning industry, but, due to environmental changes, salt production decreased over the medieval period.[54] So although sea salt is no longer an abundant product of the U.K., it would have been in the Second Age, and the hobbits could have imported it from the coast.

The hobbit larder is certainly well-stocked. It contains several vegetables and fruits, preserves, meats, cakes and scones, pastries and pies, tea, coffee, beer, and occasionally wine. Their food is extraordinarily simple—heavy seasonings and rich sauces are seldom talked of, though they love herbs and a pinch of salt. Almost all hobbit food seems to have been grown, raised, collected, brewed, processed, and baked in the Shire, a feat which inspired great pride and perhaps even a little smugness amongst the hobbits. Not all of Tolkien's food choices fit directly into his chronology, but he does choose foods that feel antiquated. It seems his choice of foods is more influenced by his representation of hobbits as yeomen of the English pastoral tradition.

11 February 2008
Copyright © 2008 Stephanie Green
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Driving in Japan is not for the gullible                            By AMY CHAVEZ

It was Sunday. We were driving. But this was no Sunday drive.

That's because in Japan, unless you're on the highway, you're probably driving on a road that used to be a footpath and even now, after being paved and widened for cars, still looks more like a bicycle path. This is why Japanese cars are so small. And the people too. After all, they have to fit into those cars.

Then there are the Japanese drivers themselves — people who go straight from playing with toy vehicles as kids to the real ones as adults. For the Japanese, there is no in between stage with go-carts, mini bikes, or trail bikes before driving the real thing. No broken bones, hospital visits or head-on collisions for practice. They go straight to "Wee! It's a motor vehicle!" and drive with careless abandon.

But the Japanese are very skilled at driving at high speeds along gullies, ditches, canals and rivers.

I hardly ever meet a first-time tourist to Japan who doesn't bulk at the gaping gullies and dastardly ditches alongside the roads here. "They're so dangerous!" they say. Well, I can assure you, that as long as you don't drive into the gullies, they're not dangerous at all. If you're worried about them, then by gully, don't drive.

Or, as a last-ditch effort, have a friend do your errands for you. Let him drive into the ditch.

The function of these man-made gullies and ditches is to catch and divert gushing rainwater, especially during the rainy season. Without these, every time it poured down rain, it would be like trying to drive through Niagara Falls.

So the gullies are there for a good reason. They are only dangerous to the gullible.

Many of the roads here are only wide enough for one car at a time, which means that every time a car comes from the opposite direction, you both have to slow down to a crawl and inch past one another, possibly opening your window to fold in the outside mirror to gain an extra centimeter.

That's why in Japan you don't really drive, you dart. It's all about accelerating and braking, two opposite functions that too often happen almost simultaneously. You really can't just relax with some jazz music on the CD player. Instead, put on some head-banging music and push the pedal to the heavy metal.

Soon, you'll develop a rhythm with your darting, a back-and-forth movement as you move to the very outside of the lane as the oncoming car approaches and passes, and then swing back into your lane and continue driving. You'll do this move every few hundred meters until soon you'll feel your body start rocking back and forth in anticipation. Turn up the heavy metal music. Who says you can't dance?!

After you've mastered gullies, ditches and narrow roads, you're ready to try the combination, tested by the one-lane roads along canals. Roads through Japanese neighborhoods tend to hug a system of canals built to carry away graywater from houses. Now canals are something to worry about, because if you fall in, you won't come out.

Although canals tend to be on just one side of the road at a time, the narrow roads will test your knowledge of your exact tire width, leaving only millimeters to spare between you and the eerie canal. If you are just learning to drive in Japan, I don't recommend driving these streets in one of those lightweight trucks with no hoods. With nothing but the windshield between you and the edge of the canal, you'll feel like you're riding in the front seat of a roller-coaster, which may prompt you to put your hands up over your head and scream.

Only after you've mastered the canals should you attempt to drive along Japan's many riverbanks. With no guard rails, caution signs or streetlights, it's amazing more people don't drive over the edge and into the river. Then again, for all we know, the river bottoms could be covered with carloads of people who were on their way to the convenience store.

I urge special caution along these riverbanks so you don't inadvertently perform a Thelma and Louise over the edge.

Other than these potentially fatal obstacles encountered in everyday driving in Japan, it's really not that dangerous. It's not exactly a Sunday drive, but hey, there's nothing for the first-time tourist to be too worried about.

As a matter of fact, as someone who hardly ever drives, I don't know what the problem is.
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Half Ton Mum; My Fake Baby            By Tim Teeman
Last Night's TV

January 3, 2008
Sorry, you’ve caught me with my mouth open. Agape actually. Catching flies, dust, sweet wrappers. Anything that’s passing. Those ridiculous titles for documentaries that Channel 4 is so keen on are jolting, if not outright offensive. But Half Ton Mum was the sad, and sensitively told, story of how Renee Williams – at 64st, the world’s heaviest woman – died after the gastric surgery that she hoped would change her life.

Renee was beyond huge; fat rolled, puffed and draped. But she was also funny, determined and had two lovely daughters, one of whom, Mirina, was eloquent and headstrong. Apparently she has become a source of inspiration to other obese people seeking treatment. The footage of walls getting cut down and emergency services descending to release the “super-morbidly obese” from nothing less than captivity led to the first of my stricken expressions.

My face remained frozen for the duration of My Fake Baby, which identified a new industry in dolls made to look and behave like living babies. The people who buy them push them around in prams and wash their hair. The dolls are customised to customers’ specifications: a cut on the knee, a red mark above the eyes, clenched hands. They can even be fitted with a breathing mechanism.

The dolls, or “reborns”, are made by Jaime Eaton, a sunny young mother of four who said that after four Caesareans, this would be the “closest” she would get to having more children. “I’ve cried when I’ve let a few of them go,” she admitted. We watched her put a baking tray of rubber baby parts in the oven. You could have anything you liked, she said, a wriggling baby, one with raised capillaries, birthmarks. Her own children bashed each other with sundry infant body parts and seemed unperturbed at sharing their home with these grotesques.

One lady, Sue, had quite a few reborns in a spookily beautifully kitted-out nursery. She couldn’t do with the noise of the real thing: “I want them well behaved and clean and the reality isn’t like that,” she said. She took her “children” for walks and even had a bottleholder for their formula (fabric conditioner, not milk). She spent nearly £300 on clothes for a new baby, Sophie, who she travelled to America to pick up. (I know, mouth still open.) But Sophie had a crack in her head – she wasn’t perfect. Sue sent her back. (Mouth still open, eyes now swivelling.)

Christine was contemplating coping with the loss of a child called Harry with a doll replicant. Jaime said she never asked why people bought the dolls; if they paid the money, she was just providing a service – admirably hard-nosed though not immediately apparent to the customers, who like Christine, unburdened themselves to her as to why they were thinking of investing in one of the freaky things. Harry hadn’t died. His mother, Christine’s daughter, had cancer and Christine looked after Harry. Her daughter’s cancer went into remission and she and Harry moved to New Zealand, leaving a huge Harry-shaped hole in Christine’s life.

She went online and found a woman who lived near by and had a roomful of reborns. Deeply sinister they all looked too, but the women cooed over these inanimate objects as if they were real, breathing, darling little things. When Christine went to pick up her Harry doll from Jaime, she cried ecstatically: “Nobody will be able to take him away from me this time.” Goodness, you felt for her husband, Arn, a voice of common sense and reason, who on seeing the Harry doll noted: “I don’t like it Christine. It makes me think of something on a mortuary slab.”

He was right, and his words punctured the madness that the producer and director Victoria Silver brilliantly captured. She never mocked her subjects (one forgiveable lapse was the spooky music, but she could have really gone to town given her source material). Christine and Sue were resolute that what they were doing was normal. One said that she felt like “someone, not invisible” when with a baby.

When Christine held the doll up to the real Harry, now a small boy, in New Zealand, he exclaimed: “It’s just a doll!”

“No, it’s a baby,” said Christine. “It’s a doll,” insisted Harry, I think after calling his grandmother what sounded like “numbnut”. You felt quite relieved he was in New Zealand.

Copyright 2009 Times Newspapers Ltd.
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Thursday, 3 January 2008

Terry and Sue had never quite got round to having a baby. "We've not pursued it, so to speak," explained Sue. "I can't do the noise and I'm just so fussy, really. If I could pick a child off the shelf that would be wonderful, because I'd be able to say, 'Yeah... I want one that's quiet, one that's well behaved, I want one that keeps clean...' but obviously the reality isn't like that." Well spotted, Sue, and perhaps you were wise to opt instead for a reborn, an uncannily realistic model of a baby that lacks the inconvenient orifices. You fill their formula bottles with fabric conditioner ("It doesn't go mouldy") and, if you're so minded, wheel them around the local park, where half the people you encounter will edge away from you nervously and the other half will coo helplessly at your baby's sweet little fingernails. In My Fake Baby, Sue turned out to be expecting, just about to take delivery of an "Open-Eyed Smiler" from a US supplier of reborns. Naturally, the imminent arrival needed clothes to wear, so Sue hauled Terry off to Harrods, where she blew nearly 300 on Roberto Cavalli babywear, happy in the knowledge that they would never be puked upon:"It's money well spent rather than wasting money," she explained to a heroically poker-faced sales assistant.

Victoria Silver's film had begun with the unsettling image of Jaime Eaton putting one of her babies into the oven to dry, head and limbs carefully arranged on a baking tray like a cannibal's special-selection platter. Jaime makes reborns (you can see the decidedly creepy verisimilitude she achieves by checking out the Babybuntins Nursery website) and she was in the process of creating one for Christine, a woman who you initially assumed to be in the grip of a recent bereavement: "I would just like him back again," she said tearfully, showing off photographs of a little boy up a tree. Visiting another collector, Christine stroked a tiny vinyl hand pensively: "Harry had long fingers," she said. Who are we to judge, you thought, if this poor woman seeks consolation this way?

Then it was revealed that Harry was actually her grandson and he wasn't dead at all, just off in New Zealand with his mum, and you started getting dubious all over again. Christine was moved to tears when she eventually took delivery of Harry 2.0, customised down to the last forehead vein and stork-mark, but he didn't go down very well with Christine's husband, Arn: "It makes me think of something on a mortuary slab," he said when Christine unveiled the newest member of the family. As he bolted for the door, you could hear an awful off-screen wail, as though a death had been announced, but Christine had pulled herself together again when the time came to introduce Harry 2.0 to Harry 1.0 on a webcam link to New Zealand: "What do you think of my baby," she said, adopting the same besotted croon that all the collectors employed when talking of their reborns. Harry 1.0 cut straight to the heart of the matter: "It's a doll, you numbnut." Sue, meanwhile, bonding with Sophie in a Washington hotel room, had discovered that she was cracked beneath the hairline and was furiously planning to send her back for repairs. That's another problem with real children no returns policy.

Earlier in the evening, perfectly scheduled for the peak season of post- excess bloat and self-loathing, Channel Four had offered us Half Ton Mom, in which Renee Williamson 64 stone of self-denial had submitted herself for gastric bypass surgery. Renee began by forcefully striking out the misconceptions that she most disliked about the super-obese. She didn't smell, she said, and we shouldn't assume that she ate a lot. I wasn't convinced by either of these assertions, given that outlying parts of Renee's imperial bulk were actually suppurating and that we later learned that eight burgers counted as a light snack.

The film itself wanted to have its cake and eat it, a zero-calorie enterprise that nonetheless left you feeling a little guilty about consuming it. On the one hand we were enjoined to admire Renee's courage and inner- beauty; on the other hand we were never for a second deprived of the carnival satisfaction of inspecting the absolutely astounding mess she'd made of herself. She was so huge that the doctors operating on her had to bolt two surgical tables together to accommodate her body, and even then they feared there would be overflow. And, sadly, Renee had left it too late to get to grips with her own compulsive psychology. Though the operation was a success, her heart gave out while she was convalescing. This was a bit of a shock, given that such programmes usually like to end on a note of triumph and that we knew Renee's young daughters would be devastated by their mother's death. She ate and the weight settled on them.

t.sutcliffe@independent.co.uk
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Bunking With Friends            Sameer Reddy

Should houseguests be expected to empty the dishwasher? And what if they break something?

From the magazine issue dated May 18, 2009

It sounded like a great idea. my mother had a family apartment in Pune, India, that she had inherited. But since she rarely used it, she decided to divest and purchase a vacation home in the Eden-like locale of Goa. My father and I took a reconnaissance mission a year and a half ago, and after touring a number of options, we discovered a new development in North Goa, perched on a large hill, affording the most perfect ocean view we had ever encountered. A week later my father was back in the United States, having signed the paperwork and placed the deposit. Iwas preparing to relocate to Berlin, a city known for its brutal winters, so the promise of spending part of each season in a seafront flat had obvious appeal. Luckily, my parents had the same vision for me, their only son.

But then I made the mistake of mentioning the new holiday home to some of my friends. Soon I was the most popular guy in my social network, as friends stricken by economic woes figured out they could use me for a free vacation. A writer who's a casual friend sent me an e-mail asking when construction would be completed so she could plan her visit. Another, closer friend flat-out told me that she couldn't wait to stay there. Another said the same thing, then another. Suddenly, I began to see the downside of owning a second home: the freeloader factor—a phenomenon that is surely rising as the economy dips. There's something about an empty bed in a sunny clime that makes even casual acquaintances feel entitled to drop in. I had no idea how to handle all these intended guests. What's the ideal balance between being generous and preserving time for yourself? What if they break something? Can they be required to empty the dishwasher?

I decided to ask some people with more experience. Lisa Farjam, a close friend from college, travels a lot for work, so when she has free time she unwinds with her fiancé at their modernist spread in New York's Hudson Valley. Set on 339 square meters, with river frontage, a vegetable garden and a guest house, the property draws a constant stream of visitors. She says guests are welcome to use the smaller cottage—usually in exchange for some gardening favors. "Everyone is always pitching in with cooking and cleaning," she says. "It's a real joy to be in the kitchen and to see everyone working together to make a giant meal."

Other second-home owners are more circumspect. Arlene Shechet, a sculptor who owns a modernist redwood retreat in upstate New York, says her family uses it as a true second home, shuttling from Manhattan whenever they can. Since she views it as an extension of their primary residence, she sees no reason to open it up to a steady stream of houseguests. She does make exceptions, though: she invited a filmmaker friend because she wanted to give her the gift of an inspirational environment to finish an overdue screenplay. "I want it to be a creative place, and I'm not the only person who can benefit from that," says Shechet. "For people who could use a break from their usual circumstance, I'm excited to let them percolate there."

My situation was different. Goa is too far away for most people to plan a quick, impromptu visit. So I sought out someone with a second house in a more far-flung location. Elizabeth Kopko, a Columbia graduate student, and her family own a majestic five-bedroom, oceanfront spread in St. Thomas, with a full-time caretaker. While our flat in Goa is nowhere near that size, it shares an exotic tropical locale—the kind that exerts a siren call for decadent pleasure seekers. Kopko's family offers the house to friends, as well as to paying guests, and they try to limit themselves to about 15 groups of visitors per year. For friends, maid service is generally included free of charge; a private chef is available for a fee. The only problems that Kopko reports are occasional small broken items, or the rare comic mishap by visitors who've gotten the family's off-road vehicle stuck in the sand. Such glitches are no doubt ameliorated by the fact that the property rents for $2,000 per night in high season. A profit incentive would definitely make me more amenable to steady traffic in Goa.

But that's no way to treat friends. I should know; I've freeloaded a time or two myself, setting up camp in a friend's East Hampton, New York, pile, and settling into another friend's villa in Dubai. I left a fancy bottle of champagne for the Hamptonite; I was nervous about bringing alcohol into Dubai, however, so the Emirian had to make do with French marzipan and foie gras. Future visitors to Goa, please note: I prefer Bordeaux to Burgundy, and if you happen to be passing through duty-free at Charles de Gaulle, a box of pistachio macaroons is always welcome.
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In Praise of Celebrity Football                                by Marcel Desailly

Is there too much money in European football? Its critics say some of the top teams are spending such enormous sums that no one else could even hope to compete. A quick look at the headlines shows they may have a point. Over the last decade, billionaires like Roman Abramovich of Russia, the American Malcolm Glazer and Abu Dhabi's Sheik Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahayan have spent fortunes buying English football clubs. Player salaries have increased dramatically, and footballers like David Beckham and Wayne Rooney now rank among Britain's wealthiest people. But the allegations about the relationship between football and money have given rise to a number of myths about the way football is played—and what it is likely to look like in the years to come.

MYTH 1: Today's players care more about money than they care about the game. That may be true for a very small percentage of players, maybe 10 percent. But those afflicted by this problem are usually the midlevel players, not the best ones. The top players, and I was among them, are already financially secure. The Sunday Times Rich List estimates that their net worth can be as high as £125 million for a player like Beckham. Manchester United's Rooney has £35 million. Having more money will not change their lives, and they know that if they were to think about money they would quickly disappear from the game. Instead, these athletes have one goal in mind: winning and attaining the kind of respect one gets from delivering. At a certain level, the money is an afterthought.

MYTH 2: There is too much celebrity in the game. A quick scan of the papers at a newsstand in any European city shows just how important the top players are to the media, with their exploits on and off the field chronicled on a daily basis. In fact, some of the stars seem to have become bywords for overpaid loutish extravagance. But the savviest players have themselves learned to exploit the media. Beckham and Rooney are perhaps the most successful, and as long as they are careful, with the help of agents and advisers, not to devolve into ugly behavior, the media exposure brings them more sponsorships and ultimately more money. The fact that people keep buying newspapers, attend matches and watch them on television proves that celebrity culture has not affected the game's quality or people's affection for it.

MYTH 3: The financial crisis will hurt the sport. The bottom line is that English football is not hurting. All the stadiums are full. Sponsors are ready to spend a lot of money, and for every firm that needs to bail out, a new one will come in. Insurance giant AIG just left Manchester United, but the club will get another one to pay much more than AIG was offering because the size of the market continues to grow. Football is growing quickly in China, for instance, and the company that puts its logo on the Manchester United jersey will see an enormous return on the investment.

MYTH 4: Only a handful of teams have enough money to compete and the same teams therefore win year after year. This is simply not true. Chelsea is now one of the top teams, but when I started playing there in 1998, I was among the players who helped build the foundation for what it is today. While money certainly helps, shrewd management helps build teams over time. In England, Tottenham and maybe Manchester City can be contenders in the next year or so if they spend their money in the right way. Italy's Lazio and Spain's Atlético Madrid can potentially compete with the top clubs a year from now if they don't sell their players. The only exception to this may be the smaller French teams. They struggle to keep the best players because the taxes on salaries are so high there that athletes want to play elsewhere so they can keep more of their income.

MYTH 5: The game has lost its neighborhood feel. When I started playing in the 1980s, the game was on a much smaller scale. The interest was on a national, not an international, level. Most young boys could never dream of going to big clubs like Barcelona or Manchester United, and the media was nowhere near as demanding. Back then, people identified themselves with the club, which in turn tended to try to ensure that players would stay at least three or four years before moving on. That's changed over the last 15 years. Coaches and players now move around with dazzling speed, and ticket prices have increased many times over. But supporters have adapted to these changes. They now associate themselves even more with the club, rather than with the individual players. Instead of attending the games, they head to the local pub and watch it on television. After all, that's the balance that European football has achieved: making itself a truly global sport while at the same time maintaining its relationship with the many millions of people who have been following their favorite club for generations.

Desailly, one of the most accomplished players in world football, led his teams to numerous national and club-level championships, including the World Cup, before he retired in 2004. He is a member of the Laureus World Sports Academy ( www.laureus.com), a group of the 46 greatest living sportsmen and -women.
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