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Don't walk, don't run. Swing!                           By Helen Hawkes

January 7, 2008

Did you promise yourself on New Year's Eve that you would be fit in 2008? The good news is this doesn't have to mean spending hours in the gym. Helen Hawkes meets four people who have found their own fun ways to develop health and fitness.
Samantha Wills, 26, jewellery designer

Exercise of choice: trapeze
If the rough and tumble of sport doesn't appeal, why not take up an exercise that tones your core, strengthens your arms and reeks of glamour. For Samantha Wills, that sport is trapeze, now her favourite form of exercise.

"I love the feeling of being free, soaring through the air," says Wills, who started trapeze lessons in September. By the end of this year, she aims to do a flip "where, hopefully, I am caught by someone mid-air". But, if not, there's always the safety net. Wills became intrigued with trapeze while researching a circus theme for a jewellery collection. "At the same time, I saw an episode of Sex And The City in which Carrie takes trapeze lessons and I thought, 'Why not?'"

A trapeze training session starts with a lesson in safety procedures and basic body positions. Then it's time to put on a safety harness, climb the high platform, attach the safety ropes and swing. After a few swings, most can master the "release and catch" (you let go; someone catches you). This, in turn, leads to flips and more advanced manoeuvres.

Wills says it's a great workout. "Trapeze is about core strength - you have to use those muscles to climb the ropes and hang onto the swing." And she likes the mental challenge. "It is a bit daunting to be up that high. Although I'm not afraid of heights, you have to have your wits about you." Wills has also noticed changes in her shape. "I've become more toned, particularly in the tummy area. Trapeze allows me to combine creativity, fitness and wellbeing. It challenges me and is the perfect distraction from work."

Health benefits: Trapeze works the upper body and core, says Rodrigo Tapia, head instructor for Quasar's Sydney Circus Arts trapeze school. He says it can also build balance, co-ordination and self-confidence.

Risk factor: People who have vertigo should avoid trapeze. "Specialised instruction is mandatory and well-maintained equipment and safety procedures are crucial," says Phil James, managing director of adventure company Adrenalin.

Commitment: Once a week, mixed with stretching exercises, such as yoga, and cardiovascular activity, such as jogging or tennis, says Tapia.

Kilojoule burn: About 500 kilojoules during a 20-minute session.

Availability: In Melbourne, try Flying Trapeze Australia, 0417 073 668; in Sydney go to www.adrenalin.com.au.

John Stone, 76, retired teacher

Exercise of choice: bushwalking

It was a heart scare that prompted John Stone, a retired history teacher from James Ruse Agricultural High School in Carlingford, Sydney, to start moving.

"I had bypass surgery 12 years ago and my doctor recommended I partake in regular exercise. Before that, I was a bit of a couch potato. The competitive side of sport never really appealed to me. That's what I like about the bushwalking. It's social, not competitive." Stone, who lives on Sydney's North Shore, found the Ramblers club via a newspaper ad. Two to three times a week, he would walk up to five hours in the Blue Mountains, Ku-ring-gai Chase or the Royal National Park.

The only equipment he needed was "a good pair of walking shoes, a backpack, a broad-brimmed hat and a packed lunch". He adds, "You can do marvellous walks close to the city. There are 4 million people in Sydney but you wouldn't know it walking near Lane Cove River or Georges River National Park."

Stone, who isn't married, warmed to the social aspect of bushwalking. "I liked meeting the people who went walking and I liked the exercise." He has since left the Ramblers but still walks with friends made through the club. His regular walks now last two to three rather than five hours but his cardiologist is "most pleased. My heart capacity has remained fairly stable over the past 10 years."

Health benefits: Bushwalking is good for building stamina and cardiovascular fitness, if you include hills, says Melbourne-based sports coach Mark McKeon. The peace and quiet offer stress relief.

Risk factors: It's possible to twist an ankle or to meet an unfriendly snake. However, good shoes and basic bush knowledge will lower the risks. And don't forget the sunblock.

Commitment: McKeon says that if walking is your exercise, you need to commit to at least one hour five times a week, which isn't always an option with bushwalking. A four-hour walk once a week will still go a long way towards overall fitness, says McKeon. If you're aiming to lose weight, increase the length of walks and choose routes that offer hills and valleys.

Kilojoule burn: 500 kilojoules during a 20-minute period (varies with speed and backpack weight).

Availability: Bushwalking Australia has branches in most states. National Parks and Wildlife has route information (www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au). For walks in Victoria, see www.parkweb.vic.gov.au.

Ed Abel, 20, specialist pipe technician

Exercise of choice: boxing

"I haven't had my nose broken - yet," says amateur boxer Ed Abel, of Warburton in Victoria's upper Yarra Valley. "I hope I don't, either, or Mum will kill me. She doesn't like me boxing."

Abel started boxing two years ago and in November, he won silver medals in the welterweight division (seniors) of the state and national titles of the Australian Amateur Boxing League title. "I love boxing because it's not just about one thing - it's about being fast, being strong and being able to think on your feet," says Abel. "I'm pretty skinny but there's nothing on me that isn't muscle. That's what boxing has done for my body." Abel trains at least three nights a week - for up to two hours he spars, skips and punches the bag or pad - but he also runs when he can and plays basketball twice weekly.

Boxers need to be strong mentally as well as physically, says Abel. "I was a bit of a hothead before but boxing has calmed me down. Mostly, I think it stops fights. In the ring I'd hit someone but I'd go out of my way to avoid a confrontation at the pub."
So far Abel has avoided injury. (Combative sports accounted for just over 1 per cent of sports-related hospitalisations in 2002/03, according to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, while in 2004/2005, football injuries made up 31 per cent of all sport and leisure-related hospitalisations. However, these figures reflect participation and the Australian Medical Association opposes all forms of boxing.)

Health benefits: "Boxing is about cross-training - working on cardiovascular fitness, strength, endurance and skill work - so you reap all those benefits," says Nick Lundh, a former Victorian professional middleweight title holder who teaches at the Lilydale Youth Club in Victoria.

Risk factors: "If you are boxing for fitness only, the risks are minimal," says Lundh. This is because you are hitting bags, or pads, not another person. If you compete, you need a licence and a boxing league or association in each state oversees the sport.

Commitment: An hour three times a week. "This will work on cardio fitness and muscle strength and is the least you should do if you intend fighting," says Lundh. Additional training will build stamina and improve reaction times.

Kilojoule burn: 1200 kilojoules during a 20-minute period (varies with intensity and rest between rounds).

Availability: Many gyms, personal trainers and Police Citizen and Youth Clubs (PCYCs) offer boxing for fitness. However, if you want a bout in the ring, choose a teacher licensed by the boxing association or league in your state.

Kate Farley, 25, real estate agent

Exercise of choice: ocean swimming

"I've always been a water baby," says Kate Farley.

"I started learning when I was three at my local pool in Moree [in north-west NSW] and later I became part of the Moree swim squad." Farley went on to represent her Sydney high school in the 50-metre freestyle and she also played water polo.

Today, she's addicted to ocean swimming, she says, "because it is so refreshing, mentally and physically. It's not like pounding a pavement. You dive in the water and you feel so good. And there's nothing better than when you turn your head out to sea and see the sun coming up."

She trains five to six times a week with a group and a personal trainer at Bondi. "We swim laps in the ocean and run up and down the beach for an hour-and-a-half from six in the morning. If I don't have enough time to train in a group, I am in the Icebergs [ocean] pool first thing in the morning for a session of my own."

Farley's goal is to compete in ocean swimming competitions such as the two-kilometre Manly Cole Classic or the 2.4-kilometre Glass Island Challenge. In Melbourne, there's the 1.2-kilometre Portsea Swim Classic and the 1.2-kilometre Port Fairy Moyneyana Ocean Swim.

She swims solo and as part of a team of four in competitions. "You can win prizes but mostly I enjoy seeing how my time and place compare with others of my age or gender," says Farley. "I like to beat my own times, too - it's always good to see if you are becoming fitter."

Farley trains in winter, "although sometimes I think I must be crazy. I do have an Orca wetsuit that I wear occasionally. But other than that it's just a cap and goggles and my swimsuit." Farley says she is terrified of sharks, which are sometimes a problem during ocean swims, "but I try not to think about it!"

She also does Bikram yoga but prefers the sea.

"If I've had a rough day at work, a quick swim will clear my head. It's meditative."

Health benefits: Swimming places little stress on the joints, while conditioning all the muscles in the body, so it's ideal for those looking for a low-impact form of exercise, according to Melbourne-based sports coach Mark McKeon, who has a degree in human movement. As with bushwalking, it also offers a natural connection with the environment.

Risk factors: Drowning, boats, pollution, stingers and sharks. "Only hit the ocean once you can comfortably swim at least one kilometre in a pool without a break," says McKeon. Never go ocean swimming alone and wear a bright cap. Go to the Keep Australian Beautiful website to choose the cleanest beaches and don't swim after rain.

Commitment: Try to get in the water for at least 20 minutes five times a week, says McKeon.

Kilojoule burn: 900 kilojoules (for a 20-minute swim; this varies with speed, technique and conditions).

Availability: You can do it anywhere there is, well, an ocean, at any time that suits you. For stroke-correction lessons, go to www.swimclub.com.au.

All exercise advice is of a general nature only. Consult your GP or a fitness professional before changing your exercise routine.

What we do ... and how often we do it

Walking is the most common physical recreation activity among Australians aged 15 and over, with more than 4 million people taking part every year, according to a 2006 study by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Twice as many women as men walk (2.7 million compared with 1.3 million). Also popular are aerobics/fitness (2 million participants), swimming (1.4 million) and cycling (1 million). Golf attracted 875,500 people, followed by tennis (768,900), running (681,300), indoor soccer (419,600) and Australian Rules football (268,700).

However, when it comes to our health, we are guilty of fibbing. "People tend to overestimate their height and underestimate their weight," says Nigel Harding, of the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. "Further, shorter people tend to overestimate their height to a greater extent than taller people and lighter people report their weight more accurately than heavier people." Blame it on wishful thinking.

Motivate yourself!

Twenty-five per cent of New Year's resolutions are broken by January 14, says Andrew May, a performance expert and author of Flip The Switch. "The main problem is people set goals for the wrong reasons," he says. "You should never set goals to impress others, because they are forced upon you or because it's the New Year."

To reach your goal, May suggests you:

1. Ask yourself the right questions. What do you want from your fitness regimen? How much does it mean to you? What are the benefits of achieving your goal? Who will be affected? Are you prepared to do whatever it takes?

2. Don't keep your goal to yourself. Enlist the support of your partner, family, friends and colleagues. This also keeps you accountable.

3. Anchor yourself. Write your goal down in

point form and display it somewhere you can view it regularly - your diary, office, car, even on the back of the toilet door.

4. Take small bites. George Miller, a 1950s psychologist, believed we can only deal with seven bits of information at any one time. Any more than this and we need to group things into memorable, manageable chunks.

5. Set a plan. Identify the key steps towards achieving your goal and assign them deadlines.

6. Review your goal daily or at least weekly. Spend time thinking about what it will feel like once you have reached your target.

7. Be realistic and reward yourself along the way.
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Virgin Galactic revealed the designs for its tourist spacecraft. A NASA expert critiques the effort.

Newsweek Web Exclusive

Updated: 4:44 PM ET Jan 24, 2008

Billionaire Richard Branson and aerospace designer Burt Rutan have unveiled their model for the world's first tourist spaceship, which they plan to put on trial later this year. Branson's Virgin Galactic company aims to have the craft, SpaceShipTwo, pressed into full service for fare-paying passengers as soon as next year, for $200,000 a ticket. NEWSWEEK asked former NASA engineer and "Rocket Boys" author Homer Hickam about the final frontier for tourism--and whether those brave first passengers will likely need the return portion of their tickets. Excerpts:

NEWSWEEK: How big a deal is SpaceShipTwo?

Homer Hickam: We'll see. It could be the DC-3 of space or it might be the DC-1. [The less-than-successful DC-1 paved the way for the DC-3, which revolutionized air travel.] A hop into the lower regions of space isn't like going into earth orbit for an extended time. It should be an exciting ride with a brief, though marvelous view, but I personally would want a little more time to contemplate our planet and the stars. Still, it may be the only game in town for private space travelers since it looks like the Russians are going to get out of the space-tourist business in favor of flying NASA astronauts, who will soon lack the ability to go on an American ship. [The space-shuttle program is set to end in 2010.]

What will it do?

It will accomplish about what the first Mercury-Redstone flights did in the 1950s and 1960s, an up and down parabolic flight about 62 miles high with some minutes of weightlessness.

How safe is this thing?

It should be very safe. There really isn't much in the way of unproven technology about it with the exception of the composite materials used for its construction. No one knows how these materials will hold up over many flights, but computer models look good.

Would you go on it, given the chance?

I might, except I think my publisher would be pretty unhappy. I'm under contract to write four more novels over the next five years so I don't think they'd like for me to leave the planet.

How does it work?

Like the old Air Force X-15 of the 1960s, SpaceShipTwo will be carried aloft attached by another aircraft, known as WhiteKnight Two, then released. Its single-engine rocket ignites, and up it goes. After the rocket burns out, it keeps coasting until a special wing deploys, and down it comes waffling in the air like a badminton shuttlecock. That design is pretty neat.

Is it a sensible concept?

Burt Rutan and his folks thought out of the box, especially with the design of the wing. They took a minimalist approach, and it works.

What will travelers see and feel?

One good thing about SpaceShipTwo is it will only have a single trajectory, and weightlessness will be brief. That means space sickness won't have time to set in. Upset stomachs in zero-gravity are the bane of astronauts. Given the short time of the flight, the decision every passenger is going to have to make is whether to enjoy flying around or looking out the window. The view should be marvelous as long as there aren't too many clouds. Me? I would look out the window. I can get weightless by going scuba diving.

Virgin Galactic hopes to send up its first passengers next year. Is that realistic?

Probably not. Everything that has to do with spaceflight takes longer than predicted. It's just the nature of the beast. But, on the other hand, this is private enterprise rather than the government doing it. I could be pleasantly surprised.

How much research, testing and trials is required for this kind of thing?

A lot if you're smart, but the day finally comes when you have to go out and fly. Burt Rutan knows the only way to really learn is to light that candle--and he'll do it, too.

So who is Burt Rutan? Should I trust him?

Burt Rutan is the rock star of space. Yes, you can absolutely trust him. He still knows how to use a slide rule, for one thing.

The space shuttle was developed by NASA's finest, but they still lost two of them. Does the private sector really have the know-how and the resources for a venture like this?

The private sector, run by innovative entrepreneurs, definitely has the know-how for a ballistic lob like this, given enough financing. I should point out, however, that carrying passengers to Earth orbit--as the shuttle does--is many magnitudes harder than what SpaceShipTwo is attempting. I look forward to the day when private enterprise takes on the orbital challenge. That's when I think big money is going to be made in terms of space tourism.

©  2008 Newsweek.com
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Doctors' tags carry superbugs

January 6, 2008 - 4:14PM

Deadly superbug bacteria is being carried on doctors' name tags and straps slung around their necks, potentially infecting sick and vulnerable patients, a study has found.

Australian research has revealed for the first time that ID badges and their holders, known as lanyards, can harbour dangerous antibiotic-resistant bugs that increasingly wreak havoc in hospitals.

The best known superbug, called MRSA or methicillin-resistant staphylococcus aureus, infects 2,000 Australian hospital patients each year, killing 35 per cent of them.

Studies have found the bug carries on doctors' coats, stethoscopes and pens, and now Melbourne researchers have recorded high rates on name tags and lanyards.

An analysis of 71 workers at Monash Medical Centre showed 27 lanyards and 18 badges carried pathogenic bacteria, according to research published in the Medical Journal of Australia.

"Lanyards and identity badges are worn by both male and female clinical staff for long periods of time without cleaning," said co-author Dr Rhonda Stuart, an infectious diseases physician at the centre.

"Their position at waist level and their pendulous nature increase the risk that they will become contaminated."

The researchers call for tags to be regularly disinfected and disposable lanyards to be used to minimise risk.

Canberra-based infectious diseases expert Professor Peter Collignon said while it was helpful to know where MRSA was found, the main focus should be on stopping MRSA being spread via the hands.

It was already "blindingly obvious" that the dangerous bug spreads easily in hospitals, but not enough was being done to rein in infection rates, said Prof Collignon, director of infectious diseases and microbiology at Canberra Hospital.

"We already know more than enough to control MRSA," he said.

"If we use regular hand hygiene procedures with disinfectant solutions we can reduce serious infections."

He also advocated better screening policies to identify which patients may be carrying MRSA; greater use of gowns and gloves for health care workers; more single rooms in wards; and reduced overcrowding in emergency departments.

"We know what the problem is," Prof Collignon said.

"What we appear to lack is an understanding of human behaviour and the political and medical will to really do something about it."
Superbugs like MRSA are strains of normally harmless bacteria which have become resistant to antibiotics, making them extremely difficult to treat. Elderly patients who catch them are particularly vulnerable to serious illness or death.

The National Prescribing Service has blamed the scourge on the overuse of antibiotics, with statistics showing one-in-four Australians continue to believe antibiotics are effective against common colds, when they only fight bacterial infections.
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Report says 40,000 die in Congo each month, five years after war's end. By Seth Colter Walls

Updated: 8:52 AM ET Jan 22, 2008

When pressed to think about death on a massive scale in Africa, one's mind likely focuses on the crisis in Darfur. The Rwandan genocide or Ethiopian starvation may also rate. But for all the (deserved) attention such humanitarian causes have attracted, they seem to have overshadowed a problem that is dwarfing many other crises in terms of lethality: postconflict death in Congo.

Certainly no celebrities have made a pet issue out of the country, and it's not hard to understand why. Congo's problems are tough to sloganize. Death in the large, central African nation is not due to a horrific campaign of ethnic cleansing, or headline-grabbing violence among religious sects. Militia gunplay, while sporadic and increasingly prevalent in the vulnerable North Kivu region, has hardly defined the country overall since the end of the Second Congolese War in 2003. Instead, the country's top killers have been preventable conditions such as malaria and malnutrition--the spread of which has been made possible by a ravaged postwar infrastructure and struggling economy.

In a new report released Tuesday, the International Rescue Committee updated its running total on Congo's dead since the outbreak of war in 1998. Their number, counting surveys through April 2007, now stands at 5.4 million deaths--1.5 million of which have occurred in just over the past two years (a rate they say is 60 percent higher than sub-Saharan Africa overall). According to the IRC, nearly half of those who perished were children under the age of five. NEWSWEEK's Seth Colter Walls spoke with Dr. Richard Brennan, head of global health programs for the IRC, about the association's field work in Congo, the scale of the tragedy, and why it seems to escape greater notice in the developed world. Excerpts:

NEWSWEEK: How do you place Congo's problems in perspective alongside the better-known crises in Africa?

Richard Brennan: Clearly, the total number of deaths surpasses any other humanitarian crises we've seen in recent decades. What's really so disturbing is that [the high mortality rate] is so protracted. Five years after the official end of the [Second Congolese War], 40,000 people are dying every month. We are getting more and more data about deaths in other, smaller countries, like Sierra Leone and Angola, that shows how mortality rates can remain elevated for some time after war. But when you combine those high mortality rates with a country as large as Congo, it ratchets up the numbers to an astounding level. In Rwanda, many deaths occurred in a short period of time. In Congo, years after the official end of war, we're still seeing these rates.

How did you execute the study?

Congo is the size of Western Europe, and allegedly has less than 2,000 miles of paved roads. We chartered aircraft, boats, worked on motorcycles and four-wheel drive. We also walked for miles and miles. Particularly in the east, it's very mountainous. Physically, it's incredibly demanding. The important thing when conducting the survey is to select villages at random, knowing that you're going to be walking up mountains in the blazing sun. When you've randomly selected a village at the top of a mountain, your team might say, "Hey, let's go to some other village!" But you've got to be strict.

A lot of these places are not secure, either, so you don't want to go there in the dark. You've got to start early in the morning. One thing that amazed me was how welcoming people are--and how eager they are to participate. The whole village will cluster around you, and you actually have to ask people to back off, because you're trying to have a personal conversation about the deaths in someone's family.

How many villages did your team visit?

We visited about 700 villages in Congo. And we talked to about 20 households per village, so about 14,000 households in all. In the village of Rwanguba in the North Kivu province--where there's now increased violence--we found 15 deaths in 20 households from the previous 16 months. Can you imagine that? On the street where you live? Three women in a row had each lost two of their children in that time. But not one of those deaths was due to violence. They were due to diarrhea, malaria and other diseases.

But the diminished health-care infrastructure is a result of war violence, correct?

That's true. In our previous study we'd shown a strong association between violence and deaths from those types of causes. You don't have to have people shooting or dropping bombs. There's ongoing insecurity in the east. The peacekeeping troops up there have done a good job in reducing attacks, but there's still a lot of below-the-radar violence. The level of insecurity is still resulting in the complete disruption of services. That's why in our recommendations, we say we've got to continue the peacekeeping. The troop levels cannot be reduced.

Eighteen different countries are contributing to the mission, but the balance of forces is completely out of proportion to the size of the problem. It's politics. In Kosovo, which you can drive in a day, they had 16,000 peacekeepers. To have 19,000 in a country the size of Congo is completely out of proportion.

Is it the complexity of the Congo back story—its status as the front line for a continental war in the 1990s—that keeps people from identifying with the cause?

I think there are a number of different reasons. First, there's no constituency for the Congolese in America, or in the West, generally. There's not a large diaspora that's gathering around the issue, as in the constituency for Darfur, for example. Sudan is actually a good comparison. To a lot of evangelical Christians, that conflict was seen as being between Arab Muslims and Christian Africans. There was a lot of attention paid to that, and the Bush administration, to their credit, got engaged and helped advance the peace efforts there.

In Darfur, it was a more dramatic event. A lot of violent deaths. And again, there was a constituency of evangelical Christians who were already familiar with the situation in Sudan. And once the word "genocide" came into use, there was a strong Jewish constituency that took an interest, as well. The fact is, there are no easy wins in Congo for politicians to rally around. The question for them is, first, "How do I explain this?" Then, "do I want to hitch my wagon to something that's going to be this protracted when there's no great obvious economic or political security interest there?"

Finally, I think there is such a thing as compassion fatigue. It's also hard for people to understand. I've given lectures in universities where even the global health experts are pretty ignorant of what's going on in Congo.

So what's to be done? Who's doing particularly valuable work at the moment?

The usual suspects--Catholic Relief Services, World Vision. Doctors Without Borders, of course. There's also always value in advocating with members of Congress, saying, "Let's maintain U.S. government support for the peacekeeping efforts and continue to finance U.N. peacekeepers." Congo also has the lowest expenditure of heath services per capita: $15 per person, per year.

What should the next target above that level be?

To provide for what we would call a "basic package" would cost $32 a year. So, for the population overall, it would cost another $90 million. It wouldn't even buy you a fighter jet.

What about the suspicion that aid money just disappears into the pockets of unscrupulous leaders?

That's an important question, and one that the aid community has been dealing with in recent years. The whole world has professionalized. In the past it was a bigger problem. But it's important to remember that the aid doesn't simply go to the government in a lot of cases. It's not like we write a check to the provincial minister of health. We pay salaries, buy drugs, conduct rehabilitation of health facilities. The problem hasn't gone away completely, and never will. But there are more checks and balances now.

One of the biggest challenges for such monitoring is the huge reduction in that part of the government. Years ago, there were 14,000 people working in the State Department. Now it's just 6,000. Defense Secretary Robert Gates has been talking about this very issue, as a security issue, in that the development of our humanitarian aid is an undervalued part of our foreign policy. It just really is. It's harder to police corruption when you don't have the appropriate workforce. So, just listen to the secretary on that issue. But still, things are much better regarding corruption--a sea change from 10 years ago.

But overall, our mission is to remind people what makes us human. What does it say about us if we're, at best, simply ignorant--or worse, willfully ignorant--of the deaths of 5.4 million people? Also, the fact is that the burden of this crisis is on children, who account for 50 percent of the deaths, and only 19 percent of the population. And most are dying from infectious diseases that people rarely die of in the West.
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 Teen girl creates million-dollar business with single website

16.01.2008 



Ashley Qualls does not look like a typical high school student. Maybe that is so because the 17-year-old girl runs her own million-dollar online business. Ashley heads whateverlife.com, a website she started when she was just fourteen with eight dollars borrowed from her mother. Now the site shows a return in nearly one million dollars a year. With this money Ashley bought a big house with an office on the ground floor.

Ashley became interested in graphic design just as the online social networking vogue began. She designed Myspace.com layouts for her friends. The designs turned out cheery and colorful with lots of heart shapes, Ashley’s favorites. She also pulled quotes from popular songs which reflected the website theme. Whateverlife.com created 3,000 designs, a third of which Ashley made herself.

About one million people a day visit her site. This fact could not help attracting advertisers. Ashley’s first check was for $2,700, the next one was for $5,000, and the third one – $10,000. When the first check arrived, Ashley’s mother doubted whether the website could bring money in the future. But Ashley was sure of success. She was right. The checks kept coming one after another and the business kept growing. The family soon saved enough money to buy a four-bedroom house, where they live now.

Ashley hired her own mother Linda to help her manage the company. Linda is very proud of her daughter. She says that Ashley was too shy even to order pizza over the phone. But now she makes presentations to businessmen.

Business has made teenager’s life much more complicated. Ashley, a former A student, had to quit school to concentrate on whareverlife.com.

“It’s a busier schedule,” Ashley says. “There’s more to keep track of, whether its finances or employees and making sure everything is up to date and the content is secure.” Ashley has created designs for songs by popular artists, Britney Spears particularly. Apart from her mother Ashley also hired three friends. She taught them design and required to make at least 25 designs a week.

Ashley is a better boss than her past employers, says Bre Newby. “It’s cool to have your best friend be like your boss. She’s not like rude or it’s not like working at McDonald’s where you have like supervisors and people over you all the time,” she adds.
Internet consultant Robb Lippit is Ashley’s consultant. He had concerns about working with a teenager, but Ashley dispelled all his doubts in the first meeting, he says.

“She is quite sensible and knows without being told, that she needs to keep developing her business, or it will stop growing,” says Robb. Unlike many adults Ashley has not succumbed to the temptations that the wealth can bring. Her own salary is $3,000 a month. Aside from the house, she has not made any other major purchases.

“I don't even know how to put this," says Ashley, "But it's just kind of like the shiny feeling that when you have this money, it kind of goes away after a while. It gets old, you know. Yeah, I can go out and buy you know something really cool. But at the same time I mean I don't really need too much. I like to invest it back into the business."

Translated by Ksenia Sedyakina

    © 1999-2006. «PRAVDA.Ru». 

6
THE SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

Mobile phones and young brains                            by Louise Hall Health Reporter

January 27, 2008

AUSTRALIAN scientists are investigating if children are more vulnerable than adults to the effects of radiation from mobile phones.

A study of 110 adults at the Australian Centre for Radiofrequency Bioeffects Research, partly funded by the Federal Government, confirmed mobile phones cause a change in brain function by altering brainwaves known as alpha waves.

The centre, at Melbourne's Swinburne University of Technology, is now investigating the effect on 40 children aged 12 to 13, and 20 people aged 55 to 75 years.

Associate Professor Rodney Croft, from the centre, said while studies had been conducted on adults, the effect on children had, until now, remained untested.

"Although there's a tiny effect on healthy young adults, there is a possibility that it could be much stronger in children or the elderly," Professor Rodney Croft said.

There was no indication from the adult tests if the effect on health was positive or negative.

Scientists worldwide agree there is no evidence linking electromagnetic radiation emitted by mobile phones to adverse health effects, but claims that frequent use can cause headaches, nausea, problems with concentration, cancer and brain tumours still persist.

The new Australian study comes as France's health ministry warned parents to prevent children using mobiles when reception is poor or during high-speed travel.

Authorities in France advised limiting the use of mobiles overall.

Last week the National Research Council of US called for more studies into the possible health hazards of wireless devices and base stations on children, unborn babies and pregnant women.

Researchers fear children may be more vulnerable because the exposure dose received by a child's brain is higher than an adult's and their nervous system is still developing.

With one in four Australians aged six to 13 now having a mobile phone, children will also be exposed to radiation for longer than their parents.

A British study noted many cancers take 10 to 15 years to appear, and most testing so far had included few participants who had used mobile phones for longer than a decade.

Professor Croft said Australian studies using unborn or newborn mice had failed to find significant changes in growth rate, brain function and behavioural development.

The professor of public health at the University of Sydney, Bruce Armstrong, said the French decision against excessive use by children was prudent.

"We don't know that use of mobile phones causes harm to children but we don't know with certainty that it is safe in all circumstances," he said.

A spokesman for federal Health Minister Nicola Roxon said: "We have no plans to restrict usage at this point. Of course we monitor any developments in medical research as a matter of course."

lhall@sunherald.com.au

Hung up: the concerns

■ Australian scientists are investigating the effect of mobile phones on children aged 12 to 13 and people aged between 55 and 75.

■ The French Government has warned against children using mobiles when reception is poor, or during fast travel.

■ US researchers fear children may be more vulnerable to wireless devices as their nervous system is still developing.
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Sleeping prophet Edgar Cayce saw the rise of Soviet Union in 2010

18.01.2008 
He predicted two World Wars, their start and end dates, the economic crisis in 1929 and the following economic growth in 1933. He also foretold the defeat of Germans at the Kursk Bulge, the fall of fascism and the victory of the USSR in the Great Patriotic War. They called him the sleeping prophet, as he made his predictions while asleep. He would close his eyes, fall asleep and begin to prophesy. When awake, the prophet would remember nothing of what he had spoken about at night.

This article is about one of the most famous predictors in the history of mankind – Edgar Cayce (March 18, 1877 – January 3, 1945). In the west he is no less famous than Vanga in Eastern Europe. Having no medical education, Cayce could successfully diagnose and cure people. Last year saw 130 years since Cayce’s birthday.

A month before his death, when the Red Army victoriously walked through Europe, the prophet predicted the fall of communism and the collapse of the Soviet Union. He also said that Russia would successfully meet the after-communism crisis “by friendship with the nation which trusts in God even on its banknotes. "Through Russia, comes the hope of the world. Not in respect to what is sometimes termed Communism or Bolshevism -- no! But freedom -- freedom! That each man will live for his fellow man. The principle has been born there. It will take years for it to be crystallized; yet out of Russia comes again the hope of the world," he said.

He also believed that those nations who would be in good relations with Russia, would live better, gradually changing the whole world for the better. Thus, Cayce’s visions came true. The USA and the U.S. dollar in particular really left a mark on the post-perestroika Russian history; and those countries that maintain friendly relations with Russia live perfectly well thanks to Russian oil and gas. But what would happen next?

Not so long ago many experts said that Cayce’s forecast about the revival of the Soviet Union in 2010 was absurd. However, this prophesy is gradually becoming true. Belarus is known to be the first candidate for the alliance. Then, as modern political scientists think, it could be followed by Kyrgyzstan, Eastern Ukraine, Armenia and Kazakhstan. Even freedom-loving Georgia will possibly take a step towards friendship with Russia. It is worthy of note that legendary prophetess Vanga also said that Russia would be a great empire again.

But other Cayce’s predictions are not so optimistic. He predicted the growth of political power in China. He envisioned the future where China would be “the cradle of Christianity as applied in the lives of men”. No Third World War is to take place according to his forecasts. Something more awful is in store –natural cataclysms. In 1930 Cayce prophesied the global warming, although nobody thought about climate changes at that time. “Where there has been a frigid or semi-tropical climate, there will be more tropical weather, and moss and fern will grow,” he indicated, “New York, Connecticut and many territories of the East Coast will be seriously disturbed, along with many territories of the West Coast and the central part of the United States. Los Angeles and San Francisco will be among those that will be destroyed. The waters of the Great Lakes will flow into the Gulf of Mexico.”

Climatic and seismic cataclysms are to shake the whole planet and, consequently, change it greatly, Cayce predicted. But Russia will suffer least of all. It will lead the reviving civilization with the centre in Western Siberia. But the time when all the above-said events should happen is already wrong: Cayce assigned the end of the 20th century for all these catastrophes. But it is still possible that he defined the tendency itself quite right. Scientists say that in about ten years the glacier melting in Greenland and Antarctica can provoke violent tectonic activities such as volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis and floods. Cayce’s predictions remind those of Vanga’s at this point. In 1979 she prophesied that everything would thaw like ice and only Russia would be left untouched.

Komsomolskaya Prawda          Translated by Ksenia Sedyakina

    © 1999-2006. «PRAVDA.Ru». 
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How do you tell if you are a true Aussie?                                  by Richard Glover

January 26, 2008

TODAY you'll probably want to party, celebrating all the things that make us unique. But how do you tell if you are a true Aussie? Here are my 43 top ways to tell if you're a local.

You know you're Australian if …

1. You know the meaning of the word "girt".

2. You believe that stubbies can be either drunk or worn.

3. You think it's normal to have a leader called Kevin.

4. You waddle when you walk due to the 53 expired petrol discount vouchers stuffed in your wallet or purse.

5. You've made a bong out of your garden hose rather than use it for something illegal such as watering the garden.

6. You believe it is appropriate to put a rubber in your son's pencil case when he first attends school.

7. When you hear that an American "roots for his team" you wonder how often and with whom.

8. You understand that the phrase "a group of women wearing black thongs" refers to footwear and may be less alluring than it sounds.

9. You pronounce Melbourne as "Mel-bin".

10. You pronounce Penrith as "Pen-riff".

11. You believe the "l" in the word "Australia" is optional.

12. You can translate: "Dazza and Shazza played Acca Dacca on the way to Maccas."

13. You believe it makes perfect sense for a nation to decorate its highways with large fibreglass bananas, prawns and sheep.

14. You call your best friend "a total bastard" but someone you really, truly despise is just "a bit of a bastard".

15. You think "Woolloomooloo" is a perfectly reasonable name for a place.

16. You're secretly proud of our killer wildlife.

17. You believe it makes sense for a country to have a $1 coin that's twice as big as its $2 coin.

18. You understand that "Wagga Wagga" can be abbreviated to "Wagga" but "Woy Woy" can't be called "Woy".

19. You believe that cooked-down axlegrease makes a good breakfast spread.

20. You believe all famous Kiwis are actually Australian, until they stuff up, at which point they again become Kiwis.

21. Hamburger. Beetroot. Of course.

22. You know that certain words must, by law, be shouted out during any rendition of the Angels' song Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again.

23. You believe, as an article of faith, that the confectionary known as the Wagon Wheel has become smaller with every passing year.

24. You still don't get why the "Labor" in "Australian Labor Party" is not spelt with a "u".

25. You wear ugh boots outside the house.

26. You believe, as an article of faith, that every important discovery in the world was made by an Australian but then sold off to the Yanks for a pittance.

27. You believe that the more you shorten someone's name the more you like them.

28. Whatever your linguistic skills, you find yourself able to order takeaway fluently in every Asian language.

29. You understand that "excuse me" can sound rude, while "scuse me" is always polite.

30. You know what it's like to swallow a fly, on occasion via your nose.

31. You understand that "you" has a plural and that it's "youse".

32. You know it's not summer until the steering wheel is too hot to handle.

33. Your biggest family argument over the summer concerned the rules for beach cricket.

34. You shake your head in horror when companies try to market what they call "Anzac cookies".

35. You still think of Kylie as "that girl off Neighbours".

36. When returning home from overseas, you expect to be brutally strip-searched by Customs - just in case you're trying to sneak in fruit.

37. You believe the phrase "smart casual" refers to a pair of black tracky-daks, suitably laundered.

38. You understand that all train timetables are works of fiction.

39. When working on a bar, you understand male customers will feel the need to offer an excuse whenever they order low-alcohol beer.

40. You get choked up with emotion by the first verse of the national anthem and then have trouble remembering the second.

41. You find yourself ignorant of nearly all the facts deemed essential in the government's new test for migrants.

42. You know, whatever the tourist books say, that no one says "cobber".

43. And you will immediately forward this list to other Australians, here and overseas, realising that only they will understand.

Happy Australia Day.
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She's Posh, whatever she wears

January 24, 2008
Victoria Beckham, perhaps better known as Posh Spice or Mrs. David Beckham, is just a few hours from show time. It's the last night of the Spice Girls' two-week concert run in London, part of a reunion tour that arrives in Boston next week. But Beckham, who purloined Vogue editrix Anna Wintour's trademark bob, oversize sunglasses, and pout for her own fashionable gain, is more interested in chatting about shopping than "Spice World."

"We help each other out when it comes to clothes," she says of her soccer-star husband, who last year landed a $250 million contract with the Los Angeles Galaxy. "And we shop for each other as well. Just don't tell his teammates."
A staple at fashion shows in New York and Paris, Beckham appeared in ads for designer Marc Jacobs, graced the cover of this month's Elle, has written a book of fashion tips ("That Extra Half an Inch"), and is designing her own dVb line of denim (below left) and sunglasses. Beckham will greet fans at Saks Fifth Avenue on Wednesday at noon and chat about her jeans. We dialed her up in advance to query her about Katie Holmes and past Spice Girls fashion atrocities. - CHRISTOPHER MUTHER
When I see you in paparazzi pictures, it seems like you're usually wearing Dior or Cavalli instead of jeans, so I'm wondering where the interest in denim comes from?

To be honest with you, I've been photographed in lots in jeans. I love fashion, from jeans to couture to nice day dresses. I couldn't find a good pair of jeans. I was very specific about what I wanted, and I couldn't find it, which is why I decided to go into making jeans.
How involved are you in the design of the denim and the glasses for dVb?

I'm very involved right from the start. There's not a button or a rivet that goes on a pair of jeans that I haven't seen or approved. I test everything on myself. I don't just put my name on things. I pick all the denim myself. For me, that's fun. That's why I'm doing this.
I thought you were doing it because you needed the money. I heard David's soccer contract wasn't very lucrative, and you're not making much from the reunion tour.

(Laughs.) Listen, if that were true, I'd be selling it in a lot more stores. That's been the great thing about the position that I'm in. I haven't had to sell out. For me, it's so exciting. We're in the best stores in the world.
Will you eventually introduce other lines, such as your own ready-to-wear line?

Yes, I've been thinking about it for a long time. I'm just putting a team of people together now. So it will be my main project when I finish this tour in a month's time.
On the current tour, all the girls do a solo number, but you stroll the catwalk instead of singing. Was it your decision to emphasize fashion over music?

I've had solo records that have been very successful, but I'm not in the music industry anymore. I'm in the fashion industry. I was very nervous about going back into the Spice Girls, because I didn't want to send out a confused message. The reason I decided to do this tour was to show my kids that mummy was a pop star once. It's the last opportunity that there will be to see the Spice Girls together.
Ever since you and Katie Holmes became friends she has started dressing like more of an adult and less like Joey from the Creek. Is that your influence?

Katie and I have hung out, we've been shopping together, and we've been to fashion shows together. Katie has a fantastic sense of style. I don't think I particularly influenced her.
Is there a particular outfit from your Spice years that you look back on and just kind of cringe?

I like to think it was all good at the time. But I'll look at the makeup and think 'My God, look at all that bloody makeup' or 'Look at that hair.' So I'll cringe a little bit. When I look back on all those pictures, I realize that's what made me who I am now. I'm proud of that. 

© Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company
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Buddy or bad move?                          By Jodie McLeod

January 17, 2008

Being on the road with a friend or partner inevitably tests your relationship.

The brochure promised a perfect European holiday - and it would have been if Alice*, 26, wasn't stuck for the entire trip with her whingeing ex-best friend who talked about nothing but her sore feet and the miserable weather. Now all she's left with is $5000 worth of debt and a suitcase full of bad memories. So where did she go wrong?

Often the joy of travelling comes not so much from where you go, but from who you go with. If you're a fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants traveller touring with someone blinkered by their guidebook, then chances are your trip to see the world's wonders will be anything but wonderful. Whether it's an old friend, a relative, or a random person you met in the hostel - your travel partner can make or break your holiday, so why do we barely spare them a second thought when planning our itineraries? And even when we do carefully select a partner, there's almost always an argument or an annoying habit of theirs that can override our memory of the beautiful sights. So does the perfect travel buddy really exist? And if not, how can we make sure we have a good time on the road?

The chief executive of Relationships Australia, Anne Hollonds, says no amount of research into your travel partner can guarantee a conflict-free holiday.

"I think spending 24/7 with anyone, even if it's with someone you're in love with, is pretty hard," she says. But there are ways, she says, to avoid or escape difficult situations encountered with your travel partner.

Experienced backpacker Hayley Williams, 27, avoids fallouts with annoying friends by travelling solo.

"Travelling by yourself, you've always got an excuse to go off wherever you want," she says. "Any time anyone gets on my nerves more than a day or so, I get out of there. It's soul destroying if you don't."

Sydney globetrotter Ben Barnett, 28, also prefers solo travel for its non-committal freedom. Barnett's most memorable escape from an irritating travel buddy was in Portugal a few years ago, when he conned his buddy to jump off a moving truck while he stayed on for the ride.

"I'd had enough of this bloke," he says. "The guy was complaining all the time and bringing everyone down. It was such a scummy thing to do," he says of his escape, "but I just had to get rid of him."

Depending on how fleeting your relationships are, Hollonds agrees travelling alone gives you little obligation to please the people you meet, so any time you encounter a problem you can hit the eject button. But sometimes escape routes aren't that easy.

While in Canada recently, the happy-go-lucky Williams decided to head to Niagara Falls with Luc, a "cute hippie French Canadian" she met one morning in a park in Montreal.

After meeting his friends and heading off with him on the road trip, Luc soon started showing strange characteristics that got on her nerves. "I just told myself to go with the flow," she says. But Luc's behaviour became increasingly eccentric; he never slept, he hoarded rubbish in the back of the car and one day he "accidentally" disposed of Williams's handbag on the side of the road. She wanted out but by this time the pair were in the middle of nowhere and Luc was her only ticket back to Montreal.

"It turned out he was bipolar," she says.

Even after knowing this, though, she doesn't regret taking the risk of travelling with him.

"How do you know if anyone you meet is going to be normal? If you don't take chances with people you meet, then how do you have good experiences?"

Hollonds agrees that no matter how cautious we are in choosing our travel partner, there are always going to be challenges. "[Travelling with someone] requires a high level of communication skill to be able to negotiate all the potential things that get up your nose," she says.

Hollonds says the perfect travel partner is one with whom you can successfully handle difficult situations and conflicts, which is entirely achievable with a bit of preparation.

Discuss your vision

No matter how close you think you are to your partner, it's important to discuss what you each want from the holiday. "Talk about where you want to go, what you want to see, whether you want to relax or be energetic and what your budget is," Hollonds says. Making sure you're on the same page from the outset will reduce the likelihood of disagreements.

'What if' scenarios

The best way to avoid conflicts, Hollonds says, is to bring them up before they happen. Hypothesise on what you will do in worst-case scenarios: what if you aren't getting along? What if one of you wants to do something else? "Sometimes the more that you can anticipate the bad situations, the less likely they are to occur," she says.

Go on tour

The advantage of travelling with a tour group is that all those conflict-inducing decisions and issues (directions, itineraries and how to get from A to B) can be left up to your guide. And while you might not get along with the teenage Don Jaun who cares more about crossing chicks off his list than sights, the managing director of tour company Contiki, Tammy Marshall, says "there's enough diversity of people within [tour groups] to find like-minded people you click with".

Some tour companies, such as Contiki, allow their travellers to start getting to know each other through online forums before they depart.

When you just can't agree

"If you find yourself in a situation where you can't agree and the feeling between you is getting nasty, weigh up how important the issue is versus how important it is to maintain the goodwill in the relationship or strengthen that particular relationship at the time" Hollonds says.

So while it might be easy to ditch your impatient friends for a peek up the Eiffel Tower, if it's your fiance waiting restlessly in the queue, you might think twice.

* Name has been changed
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Asteroid to Whiz by Earth Next Week               by Alicia Chang in Los Angeles

January 25, 2008

An asteroid at least 500-feet-long (152-meters-long) will make a rare close pass by Earth next week—but there is no chance of an impact, scientists reported Thursday.

The object—known as 2007 TU24—is expected to whiz by Earth on Tuesday with its closest approach at 334,000 miles (537,521 kilometers), or about 1.4 times the distance of Earth to the moon.

The nighttime encounter should be bright enough for medium-size telescopes to get a glimpse, said Don Yeomans, manager of the Near-Earth Object Program Office at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, which tracks potentially dangerous space rocks.

However, next week's asteroid pass "has no chance of hitting, or affecting, Earth," Yeomans said.

An actual collision of a similar-size object with Earth occurs on average every 37,000 years.

(Related news: "Is a Large Asteroid Headed for Impact With Earth in 2880?" [April 4, 2002].)

No Mars Collision

Spotted in October 2007 by the NASA-funded Catalina Sky Survey in Arizona, 2007 TU24 is estimated to be between 500 feet (152 meters) and 2,000 feet (610 meters) long. The next time an asteroid this size will fly this close to Earth will be in 2027.

Scientists plan to point the Goldstone radar telescope in California and the Arecibo radar telescope in Puerto Rico at the asteroid and observe its path before and after its closest approach to Earth. Researchers will use instruments to measure its rotation and composition.

The 2007 TU24 rendezvous comes a day before another asteroid is projected to pass close to Mars.

Scientists have effectively ruled out a collision between the red planet and that asteroid, called 2007 WD5, estimating it will pass at a distance of more than 16,000 miles from the Martian surface. Initial observations of the Mars-bound asteroid put the odds of an impact at 1 in 25, but scientists later dropped the odds to 1 in 10,000.

Copyright 2008 Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

Free Email News Updates

Sign up for our Inside National Geographic newsletter. Every two weeks we'll send you our top stories and pictures (see sample).

© 1996-2007 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.
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Vitamin C a stroke saver

January 23, 2008 - 11:05AM

A person's level of vitamin C may predict his or her likelihood of having a stroke, according to a long-term study of some 20,000 middle-aged and older residents of Norfolk, United Kingdom.

During an average follow-up of 9.5 years, 448 strokes occurred in the study population. Researchers found that people with the highest vitamin C concentration at the start of the study had a 42 per cent lower risk of stroke over 10 years compared to those with the lowest levels of vitamin C.

The protective effect of vitamin C against stroke remained after accounting for factors that could affect the risk, such as age, sex, smoking, alcohol intake, body mass index, blood pressure, cholesterol, physical activity, diabetes, prior heart attack, supplement use and social class.

Dr Phyo K Myint from the University of Cambridge, UK, and colleagues report the study results in the American Journal of Nutrition.

Myint noted the level of vitamin C in the blood is a "good biomarker of fruit and vegetable consumption, which have many nutrients that may be biologically active and protective for stroke; this study supports the existing body of evidence that indicates the high fruit and vegetable consumption is protective for stroke".

In a related commentary, Drs Sebastian J Padayatty and Mark Levine of the National Institute of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, emphasise that fruits and vegetables are associated with many health benefits, including a reduction in strokes. "Because we do not know why or how the benefit occurs or what fruits and vegetables are effective, it is prudent to consume a wide variety," they add.

"The optimum intake for reduction of stroke and cardiovascular disease is unknown," they point out, "but an intake of 5-9 servings daily is associated with benefit and the public should aim toward the higher intakes."
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Platypus Much Older Than Thought, Lived with Dinos                      by Scott Norris

January 22, 2008

Australia's duck-billed platypus has been around much longer than previously thought, according to a new fossil study that found the egg-laying mammal's origin traces back to the dinosaur days.
Platypuses and their closest evolutionary relatives, the four echidna species, were thought to have split from a common ancestor sometime in the past 17 million to 65 million years.
But remains of what was believed to be a distant forebear of both the platypus and the echidna—the fossil species Teinolophos—actually belong to an early platypus, according to scientists who performed an x-ray analysis of a Teinolophos jawbone.
The finding means the two animals must have separated sometime earlier than the age of the fossil—at least 112 million years ago.
Outlived the Dinos
The international team, led by Timothy Rowe, of the University of Texas in Austin, used a specially modified CT scanner to capture high-resolution images of the internal structure of a 112.5- to 122-million-year-old Teinolophos jawbone found in southeastern Australia.
The scientists found that the Teinolophos had already developed features thought to be unique to modern platypuses, including an electro-sensitive "bill" for finding aquatic prey.
"This pushes the platypus back across the K-T boundary," Rowe said, referring to the mass extinction event that wiped out the dinosaurs about 65 million years ago.
"Now it looks like [platypuses] crossed the boundary without any problem."
The study appears in today's edition of the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.
Unique Jawbones

Platypus bills are complex sensory organs loaded with electrical receptors. In murky waters the animals hunt by tracking the weak electrical fields generated by muscle activity in fish and other prey.

Teinolophos had an electro-sensitive bill, the scientists concluded after imaging revealed a broad canal running through the bone of the lower jaw.

All mammals have some type of canal that conducts nerve fibers to the teeth, Rowe noted.

But in the platypus, this canal is greatly enlarged to accommodate a massive network of fibers that carry sensory information from the bill. The claim that Teinolophos is a very ancient platypus rests largely on this feature.

"Nothing but the platypus has this huge canal," Rowe said.

But Matt Phillips, of the Australian National University in Canberra, said more evidence may be needed.

The research "does not confirm that the platypuses and echidnas diverged more than 112 million years ago," Phillips said.

Phillips offered an alternative explanation for the new findings—that an early platypus-echidna ancestor had wide jaw canals, and this feature was retained by platypuses but reduced during subsequent echidna evolution.

In such a scenario, the split of the two species could still have been relatively recent, Phillips said.

Lead author Rowe counters that evidence for a more recent divergence is weak. He says it makes more sense to assume the wide canals are a unique feature of the platypus lineage.

Resetting the Molecular Clock

Because platypus and echidna fossils are rare, Rowe noted, most previous estimates of the strange animals' antiquity were based on molecular rather than fossil evidence.

The gradual accumulation of changes in the DNA of closely related species provides a kind of "molecular clock" that biologists can use to estimate when the species branched apart from one another.
DNA changes, however, don't occur at the same rate in different kinds of animals. The clock must be calibrated using other evidence, such as fossils.
Studies suggesting a more recent platypus origin have used a molecular clock calibrated with fossil information from marsupials and other mammals, not platypuses and echidnas, Rowe said.
The newfound early days of the platypus suggest that molecular evolution in platypuses and echidnas has proceeded at a far slower pace than in other mammal groups, the researchers say.
"None [of the molecular studies] predicted we'd find a platypus this old," Rowe said.
"The picture now emerging is that the monotremes are 'slow' in many respects," he continued.
Platypuses and echidnas are the only extant "monotremes," or mammals that lay eggs.
"Their metabolic and respiration rates are slower, their body temperature is lower, and it's possible that the monotreme lineage evolved at really slow rates," he said.

© 1996-2007 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.
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Neapolitan couple seek Swiss refuge

January 15, 2008

An Italian couple from Naples have applied for asylum in Switzerland, saying toxic waste dumped around the city poses a health risk to their unborn child.

Piles of trash have lined the streets of Naples since waste collection stopped before Christmas after dumps in the region were declared full. The crisis has led to protests.

Switzerland's mass-circulation Blick newspaper named the couple as Sergio, 32, and Giusi, 30, and said they had applied for asylum in the town of Bellinzona, on the border between Switzerland and Italy.

"If we remain in Naples then we risk dying of cancer," Sergio, a management consultant, was quoted as saying. "We have to save our child." His wife, a molecular biologist, is four-months pregnant.

The couple said thousands of tonnes of chemical and radioactive waste was being dumped around the city.

A spokesman for the department for health and social security in the Swiss canton of Tessin confirmed a couple from Naples had made a request for asylum.

Since there are agreements on the free movement of people between Italy and Switzerland, it is unlikely their claim - if serious - would be upheld.

Reuters
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He's Not as Smart as He Thinks                        By Joan Raymond
A British researcher reports that the male ego is often larger than his actual IQ. But you might be surprised by what women think of men's intellect
Updated: 5:25 PM ET Jan 23, 2008

Are men smarter than women? No. But they sure think they are. An analysis of some 30 studies by British researcher Adrian Furnham, a professor of psychology at University College London, shows that men and women are fairly equal overall in terms of IQ. But women, it seems, underestimate their own candlepower (and that of women in general), while men overestimate theirs. Furnham talks to NEWSWEEK's Joan Raymond about his findings and why perceived IQ matters. Excerpts:
NEWSWEEK: Many studies show that men score slightly higher in IQ tests. Is this significant?

Adrian Furnham: Universally, men tend to score higher on certain specialized skills, such as spatial awareness. In the real world, that means they might be better at reading maps or navigating. Women score higher in terms of language development and emotional intelligence. But most experts agree there is no real, important overall difference when it comes to gender and intelligence.
But women think they aren't as smart as men?

That's the conundrum. What I study is "perceived intelligence," essentially how smart people think they are. I analyzed 30 international studies, and what I found was that women, across the world, tend to underplay their intelligence, while men overstate it.
So do most men think they're Albert Einstein?

There certainly is a greater male ego. It's what we call the male hubris and female humility effect. Men are more confident about their IQ. These studies show that on average, women underestimate their IQ scores by about five points while men overestimate their own IQs. Since these studies were international in scope, the results were essentially the same whether women were from Argentina, America, Britain, Japan or Zimbabwe. Another factor affecting perception may be distribution of IQ ... Although [men and women] are on average the same, the people at the very top and the very bottom of the IQ bell curve are more likely to be men. That is a pattern that we see in the university setting, with men either being at the very top of the class or at the bottom.
Do women tend to think that men are smarter than they are?

Surprisingly, [both] men and women perceive men being smarter across generations. Both sexes believe that their fathers are smarter than their mothers and grandfathers are more intelligent than their grandmothers.
What about the kids?

If there are children, [both] men and women think their sons are brighter than their daughters.
Did the data surprise you?

Absolutely. And it is worrying in the sense that it may mean parents send inappropriate or misleading messages to their children about their abilities. It is also surprising since school results, at least in Great Britain, indicate quite clearly that girls are doing better than boys in nearly all subjects. What was interesting was that some groups of people, both men and women, got it so wrong. Men with average to below-average intelligence think that they are quite clever. And very smart women think their intelligence is low.
Does any of this matter in the real world?

Men aren't more clever or smarter. But since they think they are, they are more confident about their abilities. These self-beliefs, however, may be highly adaptive. Who gets a job? A bright woman who doesn't think she's smart, or a not-so-bright man who believes he's capable of anything? Arrogance and hubris are not attractive qualities, but confident, self-belief may be. Certainly, underestimating abilities might hurt you. There's a good quote from one of your countrymen, Henry Ford. He says: "Whether you believe you can do a thing or not, you are right." And that is what is troublesome. Beliefs may be more important than actual ability in certain settings.
So women have a self-esteem problem?

I'm not advocating for self-esteem training and therapy. I think that many of the self-help gurus argue incorrectly that improved self-esteem increases performance. Helping people to perform better increases their self esteem. Giving a kind of carte blanche to self-esteem isn't a good idea in my mind. Rather, I think it should be that increased performance and feedback on the causes of that performance, ability or effort raises self-esteem. As I said, in primary and secondary schools, girls are outperforming boys. And where appropriate, their self-beliefs, hopefully, are increasing.
Do you get a lot of flack for this kind of gender research?

I study perceived intelligence. I don't research whether gender differences in intelligence are innate. That always sparks controversy. But anytime you talk about intelligence and gender, people will have strong feelings about it. Look what happened to [Larry] Summers of Harvard [the former president of the university was lambasted for suggesting that women are underrepresented in the sciences at least partly due to inherent differences in intellectual ability between the sexes]. I just let the data speak for itself. Nonetheless, sometimes I think you have to be stupid, brave or just plain naive to work in this area.

URL: http://www.newsweek.com/id/101079

©  2008 Newsweek.com
16
THE SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

Fear of fitness more than physical

January 20, 2008

If your resolution to get in shape always ends in failure, the problem may be in your head, not your work-out. Sam Murphy reports.

Personal training used to be all about whipping your body into shape. No more - hire a personal trainer these days and chances are you'll exercise some mental muscle, too.

"Exercise itself isn't rocket science," says Pete Cohen, a health and wellbeing coach trained in human psychology and behaviour. "It's getting people to enjoy it and stick with it in the long term that's the real challenge."

So can working with a trainer help you lose your bad attitude? Cohen believes many of us set ourselves up to fail when we try to get fit.

"From the very moment you think to yourself, 'I've tried this before and it didn't work - why should this time be any different?' you can bet your bottom dollar it won't be," he says. "To make a difference, you need to reinvent yourself as someone who no longer hates exercise ... A skilled personal trainer can help bring around that shift ... in lots of ways: for example, by making exercise enjoyable and challenging your beliefs."

Behaviour modification techniques such as self-talk, which encourages the belief that you are already living a healthy life rather than being on the way to one, have long been used in other areas of behaviour counselling, including quitting smoking, weight loss and sports performance, but they are only now finding their way into the personal training market.

That doesn't mean trying to terrify people into it. In fact, Sheffield University research found that using scare tactics was the least effective strategy in instigating healthy behaviour changes. What worked was setting goals, using self-talk, behavioural contracts and regular monitoring.

"Many people embark on exercise with no goals at all or just vaguely formulated ideas such as 'tone up' or 'get fitter'," Cohen says. "Helping clients pin down exactly what they want to achieve is crucial." Aberdeen University research found that setting goals resulted in significantly more weight loss than not setting goals. "The same is almost certainly true with exercise," Cohen says.

What makes a good goal? "One that's challenging but achievable," says mental performance and lifestyle coach Midgie Thompson. Once you've determined your ultimate goal, you need to work backwards from there, setting mini goals along the way that will boost morale and keep you on track.

Putting your goals in writing is widely recommended. "It creates accountability, a powerful incentive," Thompson says. But be careful what you write. "The language you use to state your goal is important. I encourage clients to set 'towards', not 'away from' goals. For example, rather than saying, 'I want to lose weight', I'll get them to say, 'I want to reach my ideal weight'. The unconscious mind doesn't like 'losing' anything, so the way you frame your goal needs to be positive."

Unfortunately, most of us feel anything but positive about physical activity. In many ways, exercise is seen as punitive; as soon as you start telling yourself you "have to" lose weight, it's all about negative emotions.

Does it matter, though, if the thing that motivates you to lace up those trainers is shamefully shallow? Research on "intrinsic" and "extrinsic" styles of motivation suggests it does. Studies show that extrinsic factors, such as losing weight for your wedding or holiday, are associated with short-term commitment. Intrinsic factors - say, the sense of accomplishment you feel from getting fitter or the enjoyment of playing a sport - are associated with long-term adherence.

Then again, part of the battle with exercise is making it a habit, so who cares if those first few sessions are motivated by nothing more lofty than attaining a six-pack? "It doesn't matter whether your motivation is deep and meaningful or superficial, as long as it gets you out there," Thompson says.

Cohen says that if you manage to get through those first few weeks, you'll begin to develop the neurological pathways that make exercise feel normal. "Experts estimate that if you can sustain the habit for 21 sessions, it will become routine," he says. And that, of course, has to be the ultimate goal. 

How to find the athlete within ...

- What are your reasons for exercise? Write them down in as much detail as possible.

- Set challenging but achievable goals. Establish your ultimate goal, then work back to the present, putting in short-term goals to achieve along the way. Put your goals into a time-scale and have them in writing.

- Learn to self-talk. Everyone has times when they don't want to exercise but those who do it anyway are those who have learned to counter negative self-talk with positive, persuasive arguments.

- Try to stay "in the moment" during your work-outs rather than thinking about other things. Feel the breeze on your face when you're out running or tune into your breathing rather than focusing on your heart-rate monitor.

- Don't get stuck in a rut. "Have a sense of discovery and fun about exercise," Cohen says. "You've got to enjoy the journey, not just the destination."

- Use visualisation: picture yourself on the treadmill or taking part in a class.

- After your work-out, take a moment to congratulate yourself and reflect on what you've achieved.

Guardian
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Court sentences Busta Rhymes to probation and community service for assault and driving while intoxicated

23.01.2008 


An American famous hip-hop musician and actor, Busta Rhymes, got 3 years of probation and 10 days of community service Wednesday for assaulting his former driver and a fan. He was also fined $1,250 for driving while intoxicated and with a suspended license.

This case has a long history. On February 20, 2007 , Smith refused a plea deal offered by the prosecutors office for the assault of his former driver, Edward Hatchett. The deal would have entailed six months in jail and pleading guilty to two assaults, the attack on Hatchett, and the attack on the former fan. The dispute with Hatchett is believed to have been originated over back pay Hatchett felt he was owed. Manhattan Criminal Court Judge Tanya Kennedy offered Smith another option, pleading guilty to third-degree assault. The conditions of the proposed sentence would include: ten days of community service, two weeks of youth lectures and six months of anger management classes, as well as three years of probation.

On May 3, 2007, according to the UK 's 1Xtra TXU news broadcast, Smith was arrested on a drunk driving charge in New York City. Officers stopped him at about 12:40 a.m. because the sport utility vehicle he was driving had overly tinted windows, officers then smelled alcohol on his breath and he was subsequently arrested. An arraignment was expected later that day. He must now enroll in a DWI program.

© 1999-2006. «PRAVDA.Ru». 
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Katherine Heigl Interview: Knocked About           By Meg Grant

She’s Hollywood’s newest star, but Katherine Heigl remembers when her life was much darker than "Grey’s."

February 2008

Life is Precarious

A life in acting appealed to Katherine Heigl because, she says, it lets her pretend to be someone else, like Izzie Stevens, the doctor with the colorful past on ABC’s Grey’s Anatomy, or Alison, the inconveniently pregnant girlfriend in Knocked Up, last summer’s hit comedy. But Heigl’s success—Knocked Up made her one of Hollywood’s most sought-after comic actresses—comes only after a series of daunting personal hardships. Her struggles, and her triumph, make her at least as fascinating as any of the characters she portrays on-screen.

The youngest of four in a close-knit family, the 29-year-old beauty, daughter of an accountant and a stay-at-home mom, grew up in Connecticut and quickly learned, as she puts it, “life is precarious” when her teenage brother Jason was killed in an auto accident. Before moving West to pursue her career, she lived through a loved one’s harrowing battle with cancer and weathered her parents’ breakup.

Now Heigl’s life is full—of good things. Between shooting Grey’s, for which she won an Emmy and was nominated for a Golden Globe, promoting her current film, 27 Dresses (another romantic comedy) and preparing to wed singer-songwriter Josh Kelley, she sat down with RD and proved that behind her very pretty face, she doesn’t have to be anybody other than the person she is.

RD: I hate to start an interview on a sad note, but your success grew out of some very hard times. You were 16. You were all ready to head to L.A. to pursue your acting career. Then your mother was diagnosed with breast cancer.

Heigl: My mom’s actually a really good example of why women need to get regular mammograms. By the time she found the lump in the shower one morning, it was so huge that you couldn’t ignore it. She ended up having a lumpectomy, and then chemo and then a mastectomy.

RD: Did that frighten you?

Heigl: As soon as the doctor said it was malignant, all I thought was that my mother was going to die. Then she went through nine months of hard-core chemo. I make my mother sound like a saint, but she kind of is. I’ve never seen anybody handle things the way she does. She lost all her hair. We would sit there with her during her chemo, and [the drug they were giving her] was red, like Kool-Aid. So my mother had a big Kool-Aid party when she was done with chemo. Everybody wore bandannas and drank Kool-Aid and celebrated. I’m sure she must have had her moments, but she never really let on. It’s made me feel, Okay, breast cancer is not the end of the world. Her approach was always to look to her future.

RD: So is she fine today?

Heigl: Knock on wood, yeah.

Another Tragedy

RD: Your family dealt with another tragedy. You were seven when your older brother, then 15, was killed. What effect does something like that have?

Heigl: It changes everything: the whole dynamic of the family and how you live. Everybody knows that at any given moment, something terrible could happen, but you don’t think much about it until it does. I’ve always lived with the fear of loss.

RD: Were you aware of your parents’ decision to donate Jason’s organs?

Heigl: It just always seemed like the right thing to do. Now when I talk to people about organ donation and they have their misgivings, I can’t quite understand it, because it’s something I’ve always understood and believed in.

RD: So do you have a donor sticker on your driver’s license?

Heigl: Oh, yeah.

RD: You work to encourage people to become donors, right?

Heigl: Yes. I’m involved with the Coalition on Donation. I know that it’s a really hard conversation to have with someone because basically you’re saying that if the worst possible thing in the world happens, what decision do you want to make? But I do think that people need to have that conversation.

RD: You were the youngest in your family. Were you treated like the baby?

Heigl: My siblings were ten, eight and four years older than me. They teased me relentlessly. My sister and I, we’re much closer now, but when we were younger, we were so different.

RD: Growing up, was your home strict?

Heigl: My sister and I were raised Mormon, which is fairly black-and-white as far as rules go. You don’t drink, and I had curfews and wasn’t allowed to date before I was 16. I never rebelled. I’m so grateful I had that sort of black-and-white environment because it made it much easier to just be a kid. Life gets complicated and gray early enough.

RD: Your parents separated when you were 18 and divorced after that. Was that hard for you to deal with?

Heigl: No. It was so obvious after 30 years that these were two people not really living up to their full potential together. My parents have maintained a fairly decent relationship since. So it made it a lot easier to deal with.

RD: Was it financially daunting when you and your mom were first in L.A.?

Heigl: Yeah. My mom, who’s my manager, walked away with some money from their divorce. She used it to buy a house in Calabasas but kept having to take loans out on the mortgage. She supported us with the money for a really long time; birthday money from her mother and residual checks [from my earlier modeling and acting] were a blessing.

On a Role

RD: Now you’re starring on the very hot Grey’s Anatomy. When did you realize the show was going to be a huge success?

Heigl: I was in New York the second year. People on the street would stop to talk about the show. In New York, people don’t stop to talk about anything.

RD: Did you have any idea that your film Knocked Up would be such a hit?

Heigl: There were certainly high hopes for it, but I don’t think we expected it to do quite that well. Judd Apatow has a comedic vision that incorporates heart and soul. People responded not only to the comedy, they responded to the characters in it.

RD: Before that, did you think of yourself as a comedic actress?

Heigl: I’ve always liked to joke around and be silly, but I never thought it could translate into real comedy. Now I say to the Grey’s writers, “Write me comedy.” I watch the show every week and I’ll be like, Oh, God, it’s Izzie’s sympathetic face again. Give me some comedy. It’s more interesting.

RD: Your next movie, 27 Dresses, is quintessential romantic comedy. It has people saying you’re the next Julia Roberts.

Heigl: Not only will that make Julia Roberts hate me, but that’s a lot of pressure. Julia Roberts needs no replacing.

RD: Is your mom still your manager?

Heigl: She’s more like a business partner. We’re starting up a production company together. It’s a perfect balance because I’ve got the creative end wrapped up and she’s got the business end.

RD: Do you get kidded about the stage mother thing?

Heigl: I know there are plenty of stereotypes, but at the end of the day, my mother has always put my agenda first. And even when it got really hard, my mother was the person saying, We’ll figure something else out. You don’t want to do this anymore—we’ll go do something else. The place she comes from is, I will not conduct myself in fear.

RD: Who is your role model?

Heigl: My mom, of course. It’s because of the way she approaches life. She’s very joyful and funny and compassionate and kind, but she’s also very courageous.

RD: By the time this comes out, you’ll be married. Do you have a vision of what you want to be five years from now?

Heigl: I’ve got it all mapped out. My mother always says, If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans. But I’m passionate about having a big family. Once I have one child, we’ll see how I feel about that. But I love the idea of seven children.

RD: Really?

Heigl: I do. And I love the idea of creating a very stable, normal family here in L.A. I want what I had growing up—normalcy in the midst of chaos. I want to create traditions for us as a couple and for our kids and for our extended family. Those will be the things that keep us sane.

Hanging Out With Heigl

What are you reading now?

Philip Yancey’s What’s So Amazing About Grace? Grace is my favorite concept.

Your favorite food?

French.

How do you stay so teeny, then?

I do kettlebells. It’s the great Russian secret—a weighted ball with a handle that you swing. It’s literally changed my whole body, and I do it twice a week for 20 minutes.

Which CD are you listening to right now?

Josh Kelley’s. His new album has my all-time favorite song, “Falling in Love with You,” on it. He’s a very soulful singer.

Okay, the last great joke you told or were told.

A man goes to the doctor. He tells him he’s got 24 hours to live. He goes home, says to his wife, “I’ve only got 24 hours to live. I want to make love to you as many times as I can before I die.” So they do it a couple of times, then go to sleep. He nudges her at three in the morning and says, “I’ve only got a few hours left. I want one more time with you.” She goes, “That’s easy for you, Jim. You don’t have to get up at six in the morning.”

A Reader Wants To Know

What do you think is necessary for success?

-Rain West, Beijing, China

Heigl: I think that if you are passionate about something, you’re already halfway there. Stay focused, work hard, and with some grace, success should follow.
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Blanket lifted on a health nightmare                        by Bellinda Kontominas
January 11, 2008

ALMOST one-fifth of Australians are not getting enough sleep, putting them at potential risk of diabetes, cardiovascular disease and low immunity, research shows.

The study, which measured the sleep behaviour and satisfaction of 3300 working-age people, found 18 per cent sleep less than 6.5 hours a night during the week. Sleep deprivation increased with age. Among those who slept less than 6½ hours a night, about 10 per cent were aged 18 to 24 while almost a quarter were 51 to 60. The study's lead author, Delwyn Bartlett, from the Woolcock Institute of Medical Research, said chronic sleep deprivation, whether self-imposed or forced, was increasingly recognised as contributing to health problems and even death. "Sleep restriction and excessive daytime sleepiness are common and, given overseas estimates, may be having large negative effects on public health," Dr Bartlett said.

The survey asked people randomly selected about their sleep behaviour, sleep medication and insomnia. It also measured their levels of daytime sleepiness and enthusiasm, which is a marker of depression. Those who experienced daytime sleepiness were more likely to get less sleep and had symptoms of insomnia and depression.

People slept an average of 7.25 hours a night during the week, compared with 7.53 hours at weekends.

"It would seem from these results that a level of 'sleep-debt' develops during the working week, which is then paid off by sleeping longer during the weekends," Dr Bartlett said. "The long-term effects of this practice are unknown but I think it would be better if people had a little more sleep in the week to even that out."

About 35 per cent of people received the ideal amount of 7½ to eight hours of sleep a night and reported the lowest levels of daytime sleepiness.

However, 13 per cent reported "markedly insufficient" or "very insufficient" sleep and 11 per cent said the quality of their sleep was unsatisfactory.

Dr Bartlett said while other studies had linked chronic sleep restriction to an increased risk of diabetes and cardiovascular disease, people should not try too hard to fall asleep.

"If you try hard to sleep you're likely to end up with insomnia. It's all about letting go and giving yourself the opportunity to sleep."
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True Love Stories -- What They Did For Love             By Andy Simmons
The world’s most puzzling proposal and three more awe-inspiring true love stories.

February 2008

He Posted a Plea

On a Sunday evening last November, Patrick Moberg, 21, a website developer, was in the Union Square subway station in New York City. “Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed this girl,” he says. “She had bright blue shorts and dark blue tights and a flower in the back of her hair.” New York’s fun if you’re a guy—the city’s lousy with gorgeous women. But this one was different. She was his perfect girl.

When the number 5 train pulled into the station, the two got on. “I was enthralled,” he says. “I noticed details like her braided hair and that she was writing in a pad. I couldn’t shake the desire to talk to her.”

Taking a deep breath, he headed her way. Just then the train pulled into the Bowling Green station. The doors opened, a rush of humanity swarmed in, and then suddenly, she was gone.

He considered giving chase, but there’s a fine line between blind love and stalking. He thought of plastering the station with posters. Then a brainstorm: the Internet. “It seemed less encroaching,” he says. “I didn’t want to puncture her comfort zone.”

That night, the world had a new website: nygirlofmydreams.com. On it, Patrick declared, “I Saw the Girl of My Dreams on the Subway Tonight.” He drew a picture of the girl etched in his mind, along with a portrait of himself with this disclaimer pointed at his head: “Not insane.”

The website spread virally, and soon he had thousands of leads. Some were cranks, and some were women offering themselves in case he struck out.

Two days later, he got an e-mail from someone claiming to know the girl. He even supplied a photo. It was her. She was an Australian interning at a magazine, and her name was Camille. And she wanted to meet too.

Their first meeting was awkward. And why not? It was set up by Good Morning America. Like the rest of the media, GMA saw a great love story and pounced. But being sucked into a media maelstrom isn’t necessarily conducive to a nascent love affair. “There was a lot of uncertainty on how to act around each other,” Patrick said. And in the back of Camille’s mind, a nagging thought: Who is this guy? The media circus eventually moved on, giving the two a chance to talk without a microphone present.

“Everything I found out about her was another wonderful thing,” says Patrick. She was smart, funny and a big personality, a nice fit for this shy guy. “And,” he continues quietly, “we’ve been hanging out together every day since.”

Thinking back, he sighs. “It’s amazing everything went without a hitch.”

He Got Her Jazzed

“I really can’t think of anybody who wouldn’t appreciate being met at the airport by a jazz band,” says writer Calvin Trillin. “I suppose there might be some people who are in the witness protection program.”

But Calvin’s wife, Alice, wasn’t some hood in hiding, and she would, he knew, most definitely love being feted by a jazz band.

The year was 1972, and Calvin was in Louisiana covering a crawfish festival. Back in New York, Alice’s parents were both ill, and she was coming down for some much-needed R&R. Calvin wanted to cheer her up. He called a friend at Preservation Hall about getting a band. But Jazz Fest was in full swing. All the good ones were booked. So he took what was left.

When Alice’s flight landed, she deplaned and walked smack into a wall of sound—brass, to be exact—tooting a rousing rendition of “Hello, Dolly!” For her. And she laughed.

“She saw it as a grand gesture. And I don’t think she cared that the cornet player was actually an antiques dealer.” In fact, he wasn’t even from Cajun country. He hailed from London. And the trombone player? Norwegian. They happened to be in town for the festival.

Calvin and Alice strolled arm in arm through the terminal, trailed by their personal band blasting out standards. Along the way, passengers fell in behind and began second-lining all the way to the baggage area.

“Usually not the most interesting of times, waiting for your bags,” says Calvin. “But they kept playing.”

Alice died a few years ago, but Calvin clings to the memory of that day. “She was a very engaged person,” he says. “Having a jazz band meet her fit her personality.”

So what if he couldn’t land a Satchmo or a Wynton Marsalis? As Calvin reminds us, “Imperfect gestures are still nice gestures.”

He Puzzled Her

Aric Egmont knew he had to calm down or he was going to blow it. After all, who breaks out into a flop sweat doing the crossword puzzle? If he didn’t relax, he was sure to clue his girlfriend, Jennie Bass, into the fact that this was no ordinary Sunday Boston Globe. This was his marriage proposal.

The two, both 29—he’s in communications, she studies public health—had dated for four years and never seriously discussed marriage. Why mess up a good thing? went the thinking. But Aric had second thoughts. And since they were fanatics, he says, proposing via the tiny boxes of a crossword puzzle “was a more natural idea than it might seem to others.”

So last June he contacted the Globe and told them about his idea. They bit. Aric fed Globe puzzle writers Emily Cox and Henry Rathvon (who also create RD’s Word Power column) personal info to be turned into clues, then he waited … for four torturous months.

On the morning of September 23, having not slept the entire night before, Aric nonchalantly asked Jennie, “Want to do the crossword puzzle?” He bolted downstairs and out the door, grabbed the paper, then ran up to their bedroom. Climbing back into bed, the two assumed their normal puzzle-solving pose, with Jennie leaning against him. Almost immediately, she was struck by the number of clues that matched up with people and places in her life.

Twenty across asked: “Lover of Theseus.” The answer was Ariadne, whose namesake is a friend of Jennie’s. Seventy-three across: “One of the Judds.” Naomi, also Jennie’s sister’s name. Ninety-one across: “NASCAR driver Almirola.” Answer: Aric.

Aric began scanning ahead to where the big clue was. “I knew the moment was coming,” he said. And there it was. One hundred eleven across: “Generic proposal.” Clever, he thought, a wordplay on Jen and Aric. The clue next to it was “Winston’s mother.”

“Look at that,” said Aric. “‘Will you marry me, Jennie.’” He waited for a reaction. He didn’t get one. Jennie is a smart person, smart enough to know all about Theseus’ love life, but this was information overload. So Aric produced a ring and, quoting the Boston Globe crossword puzzle, asked, “Will you marry me, Jennie?”

After tears and shrieks and lots of “I love you’s,” Jennie said yes.

“I’m not the most romantic person,” admits Aric. “I think I was playing above my head on this one.”

Then Romeo adds, “Hopefully, this will satisfy Jennie for a while.”

She Forgave

As blind dates go, it was a good one. The year was 1950, and some friends figured that 20-year-old Grace Miltenberger might like their fellow Marine, Bob. They were right. “I thought he was the most handsome man in the world, and I fell right in love with him,” she says. It was mutual.

They dated happily for almost a year, then Bob up and disappeared. No calls, no visits and, most maddeningly, no explanations.

Not one to wallow, Grace enlisted in the Marines. Four years later, she and Bob hooked up again. Neither remembers the exact circumstances, but Grace does recall, “I still loved him.” And after a few months, her finger sported a big, fat diamond engagement ring.

Then it happened again. In October 1954, she got a call from Bob saying he couldn’t go through with it. No reason given; he just couldn’t do it.

“The not knowing why is what hurt the most,” says Grace.

As before, she collected herself. In 1958 she married another man, and over the years, the couple had five daughters. But the marriage was an unhappy one, and adding to Grace’s anxiety was a secret she kept from her husband. Taped to the underside of a dresser drawer was the engagement ring Bob had given her. After what he put her through, most people might have pawned it or tossed it in a river. But not Grace. “I never stopped loving him,” she says.

When her faltering marriage dissolved in 1969, Grace devoted herself to her daughters and to getting degrees in sociology and nursing. Fast-forward to 2004. The phone rings. A voice says, “Gracie?”

“I threw the phone in the air and said, ‘Oh, my God. It’s Bob.’”

He’d called under the pretense of finding out where the guy who’d introduced them was buried. Three and a half hours later, they hung up. During their chat, Grace learned that Bob was a widower after 48 years of marriage.

“I never figured out what happened to us,” he said at one point.

“I’ll tell you what happened—you dumped me.” But she wasn’t mad. She was thrilled to be talking to him.

On New Year’s Day, 2005, they became engaged over the phone. Six months later, Bob visited Grace at her home outside Tulsa. It was the first time they’d seen each other in half a century. He showed up at her doorstep, and, she says, “we just walked into each other’s arms like we’d always been together.”

On the day he popped the question, Bob said, “Now I guess I’ve got to get you a ring.”

“No,” she said. “I’ve got one.”

“Who gave you that?”

“You did, you big, dumb jerk. Fifty years ago.”

This time, Bob didn’t run away.

Last Updated: 2008-01-10
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The long trek to freedom

Dolma*, now aged 20, escaped Tibet eleven years ago with her younger brother, then aged six. She recalls their dangerous journey from Lhasa in Tibet, over the Himalayan mountains to Nepal, and describes life growing up in the Tibetan Children’s Village of Dharamsala, North India.

Wednesday August 1st 2007

Lhasa today, surrounded by uninviting mountains. Photograph: Rainer Haessner (Wikimedia Commons)

I can remember the night when my father told me that my little brother Lobsang and I would be leaving in the morning to go live in India. My father and two older sisters would be staying behind so we would have to be brave and look after each other. It was 1996 and my father wanted us both to grow up knowing the truth about our culture and history – an impossible dream inside Tibet. There was no proper time to prepare. My sister helped us pack some clothes and a blanket. We took some Tibetan bread and some tsampa (roasted barley flour) and my father gave me some money in a purse to wear hidden around my neck. I was nine and had no experience of life outside my home and school in Lhasa. Our lessons at school were all in Chinese – we didn’t learn our language and I had no idea of my Tibetan heritage. If you’d asked me my nationality, I would have said ‘Chinese’. Pictures of the Dalai Lama are banned in Tibet and I didn’t know who he was. My father didn’t teach us about him – he was too afraid we might say his name outside and get arrested. Every Tibetan parent was the same; teaching us about our culture and religion was just too dangerous. You never knew who was a spy and the police watched us all the time. I last saw my father and sisters from the bus window as we left Lhasa. There were about 15 of us making the escape to India, including five monks and nuns. My father gave some money to a man in our group, asking him to look after us. After a long bus journey, we had to start walking. I carried my brother’s bag for him. We would hide in the forests during the day and walk only at night. The path went very high in the mountains and sometimes we walked through snow up to our thighs. My brother and I shared a blanket at night – I couldn’t carry any more – and there was just one torch between the whole group. I remember one night walking on a rocky path carved into the mountainside. The stones were uneven and I couldn’t see anything. A Chinese watch-tower ahead had a powerful search-light that would scan the forest. I was afraid of it and kept tripping over rocks in the dark. The searching beam suddenly stopped right on me, lighting me up. I fell off the path down the mountainside and just lay there, too terrified to move. The others ran away, scared of being caught, but the man my father had paid came down and dragged me out of the light. We all stayed in hiding for two nights after that, too afraid to continue walking. We walked for more than three weeks over the mountains and my brother was almost blinded from the snow. He couldn’t open his eyes properly so I held his hand and we walked together. When we ran out of food we bought dried noodles from another man walking with us and ate them with cold water. Arriving in Kathmandu, Nepal was such a feeling of relief. We stayed in the refugee centre there for a few weeks’ rest before being sent by bus to Dharamsala. I remember going to meet His Holiness the Dalai Lama with the other new arrivals. We were given a picture of him – the first picture I’d seen – and he touched each of us on the head and face. We were soon sent up to join the Tibetan Children’s Village (TCV) school nearby. I lived in a house with twenty other girls, my brother in another house for boys. Each TCV house has an ‘Amala’ – Tibetan for ‘mother’ – and I still call her mum now. I felt so happy to have a new home, a family and school. In Tibet, my father had to find the money for our uniforms, textbooks, pens and school fees but here the Tibetan Government-in-exile and outside sponsors paid for every bit of our education. For that I’m so grateful. I think my father made the right decision in sending us here. It was a dangerous journey but now I know who I am. I know our history, our language and religion. I couldn’t do anything for the Tibet cause living in Tibet but here we are freer to protest. I’m excited about the Beijing Olympics – I see it as a great chance for the outside media to really get inside China and find out what’s happening to our people. The Chinese government have managed to keep other countries from knowing the truth but next year will be different.

· Dolma’s name has been changed. She told her story to Esme McAvoy, a freelance journalist based in North India.
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The last Indians of the Amazon

David Hill is a researcher and campaigner for Survival International, the international movement supporting tribal peoples worldwide. Last year he travelled to the Peruvian Amazon and spent months researching some of the world’s last remaining uncontacted tribes. Peru is home to an estimated 15 of these tribes and all of them are facing extinction as oil companies and illegal loggers move in on the natural resources of their habitat. Isolated Indians are especially vulnerable to any contact because they have no immunity to outsiders’ diseases

Tuesday December 11th 2007

Tomas, a Mastanahua man, in Puerto Paz. Photograph: David Hill/Survival

The most incredible part of my trip to Peru was meeting members of the Mastanahua tribe. They were contacted for the first time by missionaries only a few years ago and the rest of this tribe continues to live in isolation. The Mastanahua live in the far reaches of the Curanja River in the south-eastern Peruvian Amazon, near the border with Brazil. It took me about five days to travel upriver in a small canoe from Puerto Esperanza – one of the Peruvian Amazon’s remotest towns – to reach their village.

When I arrived in the village with my guides, two of the Mastanahua women were there and the man was away hunting. My guide called out across the village, but the women didn’t want to come near us and stayed in their hut. We sat down, made a fire and waited. At one point my guide suggested that I go and stand in the middle of the clearing with my hat off as a way of saying “Hello, this is who I am”.

After a few hours the man, carrying arrows on his back, returned. He seemed happy to see me as he burst into the clearing, and presented me with a turtle he had just caught. I felt lucky to be able to spend time with him in this extraordinary place caught between two worlds. One of my guides could understand the Mastanahua language and so I was able to learn about the uncontacted members of the tribe.

A lot of the places I visited were extremely remote, and I spent a lot of time travelling by canoe, stopping off for the night in indigenous villages or camping on the banks of rivers or in palm-leaf huts. One night, as I was trying to sleep on the riverbank, I could hear the splash of caiman entering the river. Their eyes glowed red in my torchlight. We had seen a jaguar crossing the river earlier in the day and I was convinced it was lurking in the dense jungle, just metres behind me.

On my journey to the upper reaches of the Piedras River I stayed in an indigenous Yine village. Uncontacted tribes have been seen along this river more often than anywhere else in the region, particularly the Mashco-Piro tribe. On my first morning with the Yine I arranged a meeting with the whole community and explained that I wanted to record the testimonies of anyone who had seen the uncontacted tribes.

Rommel, one member of the village, had seen them and told me what he witnessed. “They had arrows with them and they weren't wearing any clothes. They had long hair down to their shoulders and they fastened it around their foreheads. Their faces were painted red with achiote. They were painted all over their bodies, too.”

It was in this Yine village that I tried the infamous masato, a fermented drink made from manioc. It was prepared by the women in a massive vat and stirred with what looked like a canoe paddle. The first time I tried it I was calling in on a small community of eight Yine families early in the morning. The masato was presented to me in a plastic blue bowl. I sipped it and immediately realised I didn’t like it, but knew it would be rude not to drink it so got through it as quickly as I could. By the end of my trip, however, I had developed quite a taste for it.

On the Yurua River I met people from the Murunahua tribe, discovered for the first time in the mid-1990s by illegal loggers. The presence of loggers in areas inhabited by uncontacted tribes is extremely dangerous; in the Amazon, up to 90% of entire groups have been wiped out by disease after first contact with outsiders. Jorge, one of the surviving Murunahua, told me: “When the loggers made contact with us we came out of the jungle. Then the disease came, although we didn't know what a cold was then. Half of my people died. My aunt died. My nephew died. The old people especially. When the old people came out of the jungle they had no resistance to the disease." 
Contact between outsiders and these remote tribes can bring about violence. Loggers are often armed and isolated tribes usually carry bows and arrows with them for hunting. There was one particularly brutal encounter when illegal loggers came upon an uncontacted tribe – probably the Mashco-Piro – just after I left one village on the Piedras River. One logger and an unknown number of the tribe were killed.

The Peruvian government has created five reserves for the tribes, but they don’t really mean anything in practice. The government is promoting oil exploration in regions where the tribes live. The president [Alan Garcia Perez] has even gone so far as to say that the tribes don’t exist, although the evidence I gathered proves irrefutably that they do.

While I was there I took care not to enter areas that might have brought me into contact with the tribes. It’s clear that they don’t want to be in touch with the outside world. When there are occasional encounters between them and outsiders they tend to slip back into the jungle. They are aware of an outside society and if they wanted to make contact with it they would. But they should be given the time and space to make that choice and not have it imposed on them by oil companies, loggers or the government – all of whom are more interested in exploiting the natural resources on their land than anything else.

Survival International wants to turn Peru’s tribes into an issue of international concern. We’re using the material I gathered to lobby the Peruvian government and companies, monitor the situation on the ground, and encourage our supporters and members of the public to join our campaign and stand up for the tribes’ rights. Our position is that the Peruvian government should prohibit any form of natural resource extraction on land inhabited by these tribes, and that it should remove outsiders who have invaded their land. If that doesn’t happen, these people will be wiped out.

• David Hill was interviewed by Ann Scholl. To read more about Peru's uncontacted tribes, visit the Survival International website.
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 Alexander the Great's "Crown," Shield Discovered?         By Sara Goudarzi

April 23, 2008

An ancient Greek tomb thought to have held the body of Alexander the Great's father is actually that of Alexander's half brother, researchers say.

This may mean that some of the artifacts found in the tomb—including a helmet, shield, and silver "crown"—originally belonged to Alexander the Great himself. Alexander's half brother is thought to have claimed these royal trappings after Alexander's death.

The tomb was one of three royal Macedonian burials excavated in 1977 by archaeologists working in the northern Greek village of Vergina (see map of Greece).

Excavators at the time found richly appointed graves with artifacts including a unique silver headband, an iron helmet, and a ceremonial shield, along with a panoply of weapons and an object initially identified as a scepter.

"[Archaeologists] announced that the burial in the main chamber of the large rich [tomb] was that of Philip II, father of Alexander the Great, who was assassinated in 336 B.C," said Eugene N. Borza, professor emeritus of ancient history at Pennsylvania State University.

But recent analyses of the tombs and the paintings, pottery, and other artifacts found there, suggest that the burials are in fact one generation more recent than had previously been thought, Borza said.

"Regarding the paraphernalia we attribute to Alexander, no single item constitutes proof, but the quality of the argument increases with the quantity of information," he said.

"We believe that it is likely that this material was Alexander's. As for the dating of the tombs themselves, this is virtually certain."

Tomb Mystery

The original excavation at Vergina was led by Manolis Andronikos, an archaeologist at Greece's Aristotle University of Thessaloniki who died in 1992.

His team found the first tomb to be a simple stone box containing human remains identified as a mature male, a somewhat younger female, and a newborn.

Tomb II, a large vaulted tomb with two chambers, contained the remains of a young woman and a mature male.

Tomb III, with two vaulted chambers, was the resting place of a young teenager, most likely a male.

Both of the larger tombs contained gold, silver, and ivory ornaments, as well as ceramic and metal vessels.

"[Andronikos] presented his theories [that the tombs were those of Alexander's father and his family] with great skill, and the Greek nation responded with fervent enthusiasm," Borza said.

"Indeed I was one of those who, in two early articles in the late 1970s, accepted Andronikos' view that the remains were those of Philip II."

Borza started to doubt Andronikos' conclusions, however, as he studied the evidence.

He contacted Olga Palagia, an art historian at the University of Athens, to evaluate the tombs' construction, pottery, and paintings.

Soon the duo realized the significance of the fact that Tomb II and Tomb III were built using a curved ceilings called barrel vaults.

"The earliest securely dated barrel vault in Greece dates to the late 320s [B.C.], nearly a generation after the death of Philip II," Borza told National Geographic News.

Palagia also found that paintings on the exterior frieze of the tomb reflected themes that were likely from the age of Alexander the Great, rather than that of his father.

The paintings depict a ritual hunt scene with Asian themes, suggesting influences resulting from Alexander's extensive campaigns to the east.

(Read related story: "Alexander the Great Conquered City via Sunken Sandbar" [May 15, 2007].)

Treasures

The six-foot (two-meter) scepter found at the burial site is another clue, Borza added.

"We have several surviving coins issued in his own lifetime showing Alexander holding what appears to be a scepter of about that height," he said.

Additionally, a number of silver vessels discovered in Tomb II and Tomb III are inscribed with their ancient weights, which use a measurement system introduced by Alexander the Great a generation after Philip II's death.

"Once we have determined on archaeological grounds that Tomb II is a generation later than Philip II's death, we can then ask, Whose tomb is it?" Borza said.

"We have a double royal burial from this era attested in the ancient literature. Thus the tomb is that of [Alexander's half brother] Philip III Arrhidaeus and his queen, Adea Eurydice."

Borza and Palagia discussed their new analysis at the meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America in January. Their findings will be published in a forthcoming study from the German Archaeological Institute.

Most of the ancient artifacts found at Vergina are on display today at a museum at the site of the tombs.

Death of Alexander

Alexander died of disease in ancient Babylon, near modern-day Baghdad, Iraq, in 323 B.C.

His generals appointed Philip III to take his place, and the half brother claimed Alexander's royal objects as public symbols to solidify his power, historians suggest.

Alexander's son, Alexander IV, who was appointed joint king along with Philip III, was assassinated around 310 B.C. He is likely buried in Vergina's Tomb III, which contains the remains of a young teenager, Borza said.

Historically, the only known Macedonian royal teenage burial is that of Alexander IV, he explained.

Alexander's father, Phillip II, is buried in Tomb I, along with his wife and their infant, according to Borza.

"Tomb I is from the age of Philip II—unlike the big chamber tombs, which are later—and the human remains of the three burials accord well with the assassinations of these individuals."

Winthrop Lindsay Adams, a professor of history at the University of Utah who was not involved with the study, said Borza's work builds on what other specialists have thought about the various aspects of the Vergina tombs.

The work of Borza and his colleagues convincingly make the case that Tomb II is the final resting place of Alexander's half brother, Adams explained.

"Indeed for most scholars working in fourth-century Macedonia, the original attribution by Andronikos now seems doubtful," he said. "This case is convincing."

© 1996-2008 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.
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Eugenics under the microscope

Darryl Macer is a Unesco bioethicist who co-authored the recent UN study into reproductive cloning. In it he explains that the cloning of humans is not yet safe and can't be morally justified. Here, he talks about his work as an intermediary between the fields of science and ethics and explains why international governments must come to an agreement about whether to ban human cloning or find ways to protect the rights of cloned individuals

Thursday November 22nd 2007

I started out studying biochemistry but became interested in bioethics after reading a work by Martin Luther King Junior, which was probably a strange way to be introduced. It was a book about social justice called Strength to Love, and it made me realise how important it is that society uses its knowledge to construct a just, ethical society. I was also interested in the exchanges taking place between people who thought science was a good thing and those who were against it. There was a lot of early debate on genetic engineering and reproductive technology in the 1980s, and there seemed to be two different groups in society who couldn’t talk to each other. I felt it would be useful to become an intermediary between the technophiles and technophobes, those who like knowledge and those who dislike it. I took a PhD in molecular biology because I wanted to understand the way scientists think, but the day I submitted my thesis I left the laboratory for good. I felt I couldn’t continue working as a lab scientist when there were so many interesting social questions to look at. I started to read philosophy and history of medicine full time. Some people thought it was a bit of a waste of a laboratory scientist, but after a few years it became clear that bioethics was an interesting area in itself. I’ve never looked back. I still find that there are a lot of scientists working on the production of knowledge, but very few on how we should use it in society. I am a Christian but I don’t find it hard to reconcile religion with science. As a scientist, I’ve worked with people of many different faiths and backgrounds – naturalists, Buddhists, Muslims and agnostics. There are basically two types of question: the scientific type, which is open to falsification, or disproving; and another, more important kind of question, like why is loving people better than hating them? I don’t really find any conflict between the two types. It’s wonderful to try to understand the natural world and use technology for the good of people and the environment, but that's just it: it has to be good, it has to stay within a moral framework. It would be unethical to attempt to clone human beings at the moment, simply because it’s unsafe. But we need to work out how we’re going to govern it because inevitably in the future it will be technically safe and possible. How would concepts like human dignity approach it? To make large numbers of clones is an affront to that dignity. But it could be done ethically; maybe in cultures where cloning is the only accepted way to assist families with reproduction. Some Islamic societies, for instance, wouldn’t consider using artificial insemination but at the same time would accept cloning. Right now, technically, reproductive cloning probably couldn’t succeed, but I’m sure that some people are attempting to do it. I’m certain that embryos are being cloned for therapeutic research. There will always be those who justify medical research on embryos on the grounds that it helps fight against diseases like diabetes and Alzheimer’s. Finding the middle ground is difficult and it’s the challenge of ethicists to do that. We try to look at the issue from the perspectives of different faith systems as well as those of the scientific world. In 1993 I conducted a poll called the International Bioethic Survey, which asked ordinary people about ethical dilemmas, and one of the questions was whether they would be for or against genetic enhancement in their children. An interesting finding was that in Thailand and China there is a lot of support for eugenic engineering. In western countries there seems to be a tolerant attitude towards modifying genes for medical reasons and yet a deep suspicion of doing it for enhancement purposes, but in Asia there isn’t that distinction. The philosophies of Buddhism, Hinduism and Confucianism don’t seem to lay down laws against trying to make ourselves better than we are. One of the things that drove me and my co-authors to write our report on human cloning recently was the way the issue was being treated in the UN. In 2005 there was supposed to be a convention to ban reproductive cloning; it had unanimous support, but when some countries tried to ban embryo research as well we ended up with a split decision and a weak declaration. It was a missed chance and one of our main points in the report was that the UN has to do a better job at governing cloning. The danger is that we’ll come to accept the idea of consumer children, or think that we can select our children from a supermarket catalogue – or we might clone in order to replace someone we've lost. That attitude is wrong because clones are inevitably different to the human being they came from. Even if there are a hundred clones from one person, every one of them is going to be an individual and has to be treated as such. The same is true even for a cyborg or any sort of future artificial intelligence creation. It may sound crazy, but they’re all beings.

• Darryl Macer was interviewed by Anna Bruce-Lockhart
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The rainforest is their livelihood

Exotic expeditions are hugely popular with students, and the bug for travelling is catching people younger and younger. Jo Becker, 17, speaks about her expedition to the Amazon to help conservation efforts in the region, explaining why it was a life-changing trip

Wednesday September 19th 2007

BSES students canoeing on the Amazon river

Travelling down the Amazon River has always been something I wanted to do and, when I had the opportunity to actually do it with a group of people my own age and with the aim of protecting the habitat, I just had to grab it.

During the summer of 2006 I headed off to the Amazon jungle with the British Schools Exploring Society (BSES Expeditions). Once there our main aim was to carry out scientific research and conservation of this incredible area. Due to the fact that we were bound for such a remote part of the world, it took us one week just to travel into and establish ourselves within the Pacaya Samiria Reserve in Peru.

Waving goodbye to my family at Heathrow was probably the scariest part of the whole expedition. Not only was I leaving them behind for five weeks to go off with people I’d never met, but I had no idea what would be waiting for me once I arrived in Peru. For that reason I didn’t know what to think when we touched down in Iquitos, a town in the North East of Peru that is completely inaccessible by road.

I was expecting a tiny village surrounded by a mass of green. Instead we were greeted by flashing lights and hundreds of street vendors. There were three-wheeled taxis flying at us from every direction and burger bars and pizza restaurants dotted around the town. It had a real buzz and ambience about it that I really didn’t think would exist there.

To go on a BSES Expedition you need to fundraise to raise the cash to go, and this makes the whole experience way more exciting. You know that you’re going on this brilliant adventure because you made the money and paid for it yourself and somehow that makes it feel more worthwhile. However, fundraising was not easy. We each had to raise just over £3,000, which is pretty daunting in itself.

I organised a range of events at school in order to help me fundraise including a second-hand book sale and stalls at a Christmas bazaar. On top of that I was sponsored to run the Brussels half-marathon, which was not only a great way to raise money but it also helped make sure that I was physically fit for the expedition. As BSES aims to promote equal opportunities for all, there is a mentoring and bursary scheme that young explorers can apply for, which assists us throughout the whole fundraising process.

We were there to carry out scientific research alongside Peruvian scientists and students from La Universidad de Amazonas. The fact that we were working to conserve the reserve and assisting local scientists meant that we were able to travel further into the Pacaya Samiria than tourists are allowed to. This meant that we established two base camps: one on the boats and another at a research station further within the reserve, from which we would trek to our wild camp.

Wild camp was incredible. We were smack bang in the middle of it all, on virgin territory. It was such an amazing experience to be able to camp out in the middle of the Amazon Rainforest. We would go to sleep listening to the sound of howler monkeys overhead.

Most of the scientific research was carried out on the boats and at the research station and was contributing to an ongoing survey being completed by the Wildlife Conservation Society. From the research station we would venture out to collect turtle eggs and protect them from poachers. This meant heading out at night and too often we were too late and the poachers had already got to the nests. However, on a couple of occasions we did manage to catch the poachers. This was a scary experience, seeing five or six angry men heading towards you because the guides you were with had taken away their boats. It was strange because we were there purely to protect the wildlife and so it was difficult to understand why people would ever want to harm it. However, seeing how angry the poachers were made me realise that, for many people, the rainforest is their livelihood and they rely upon it to give them many different things. I think that this therefore needs to become a factor when thinking about how to protect the Amazon – the locals who survive on it cannot be forgotten.

The boats on the main river acted as our base camp. From there we would go out in groups and record details about the numbers and behaviour patterns of the pink and grey river dolphins, macaws, turtles and caiman, which are a type of tropical crocodile. The caiman was probably the most exciting of all the work we did, purely because it was “hands on”. We would head out at night to catch the caiman and then drag them onto the banks to measure and weigh them. On one occasion we were definitely reminded that we shouldn’t mess with these animals. We tried to capture a caiman measuring over four metres that did not want to be caught – it completely drenched us and then swam off with the noose.

There were about 45 of us in total on the expedition, plus the leaders. We lived a simple lifestyle, surviving on the basics in a close-knit community and shared some really amazing experiences. The lack of iPods, Playstations and the hustle and bustle of modern life meant we were forced to talk to people and make our own entertainment. Because of the environment we were in, we would talk to people about absolutely everything, so by the end of the trip no one was holding anything back.

One of the hardest things about the expedition was adjusting to the climate. Every day the temperature was about 45°C and there was 100% humidity. You’re sweating constantly and you always feel dirty but once you get to grips with that fact it’s fine. The food was also tough to adjust to. All the food we took out with us had to last five weeks, so we were always eating rice or pasta with whatever fish could be caught that day. As the expedition went on, more and more people would start discussing food from home and be fantasising about chocolate Hobnobs with a cup of tea.

It may sound cheesy but one of the best things about the trip is the friends you make. The conditions you face help you bond with people really quickly and I definitely hope that I have made some friends for life. Plus the trip is just so worthwhile – you’re there to make a difference and to help conserve a rapidly disappearing part of the world. You feel as though you’re doing something useful to help preserve this extraordinary habitat and the enormous biodiversity that exists in this region. I had a fabulous time, one of the most amazing experiences of my life. I can’t believe that I managed to survive a month in the rainforest, and that I have seen monkeys swinging from the canopy and watched river dolphins play around the boats.
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Oldest Horseshoe Crab Fossils Found in Canada        by Scott Norris

January 31, 2008

A new fossil species of horseshoe crab shows that the primitive marine creatures have existed for at least a hundred million years longer than previously believed, researchers say.
The well-preserved fossils, found in Manitoba, Canada, suggest that the animals scuttled through shallow tropical seas nearly half a billion years ago.

The ancient animals were remarkably similar to modern horseshoe crabs, the discovery team noted. (See a photo of a modern horseshoe crab.)
Horseshoe crabs have long been known as "living fossils" because they have survived since ancient times with little change in physical form, and they have no close modern relatives.

From the time the newfound species lived to the present, the animals have weathered five major mass extinctions that eliminated a large percentage of Earth's species, said team leader David Rudkin, of the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto.
"They made it through all of these events, not necessarily unscathed, but in a continuously recognizable form," Rudkin noted.

The new fossils are from the Late Ordovician period and are at least 455 million years old, Rudkin said.
"And the record must go back deeper still," he added.

"We might well be able to trace the genealogical roots of horseshoe crabs into the Cambrian period," more than 490 million years ago.
Tiny Fossils

Horseshoe crabs are not true crabs, but a unique group of marine invertebrates distantly related to spiders and scorpions.

The new fossil species, dubbed Lunataspis aurora, lived at a time when plant and animal life on land was just getting established.
It is not known if Lunataspis ever came up on land to mate and bury its eggs, as horseshoe crabs do today.

But the setting in which the fossils were discovered suggests that the ancient creatures' environment and way of life were similar to those of its modern relatives, Rudkin said.
"The rocks [at the fossil locations] show evidence of being formed from sediments deposited in shallow water along the shorelines of extensive inland seas," he said.

Lunataspis shared those waters with sea scorpions, trilobites, and other long-extinct marine organisms.

The 1.5-inch-long (3.8-centimeter-long) fossils are much smaller than modern horseshoe crabs, but scientists don't know if this is because the ancient species was diminutive or if the remains are those of young individuals.

A paper describing the new fossils appears in the current edition of the journal Palaeontology.
At first, Rudkin said, the fossil hunters were unsure what they had discovered.

"We didn't seriously consider the possibility of a true horseshoe crab affinity until we discovered more-or-less complete specimens at two separate locations," he said.
Horseshoe crab fossils are uncommon, Rudkin noted, because the animals' flexible shells are made of an organic compound called chitin that usually degrades before fossils can be formed.

Derek Briggs of Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut, called the fossils "a remarkable discovery."
"The new horseshoe crab [comes from] a setting where evidence of tissues that normally decay was preserved," he said.

"Examples of such exceptional preservation from rocks of this age are rare. They provide important windows on the life of the past."
Surviving Body

The reasons why horseshoe crabs have remained largely unchanged for so long are far from clear, Rudkin said.

The answer may be that the creatures are well adapted to their environment, and their environment has persisted.
Even as the continents and oceans have shifted and ice ages have come and gone, shallow coastal marine habitats have always been present.
Or horseshoe crabs may be subject to genetic and developmental constraints that tend to lock certain physical characteristics into place.
"It's a fortuitous blend of evolutionary and ecological factors that permits long-term survivorship of certain body plans," Rudkin said.
"I hasten to point out [though] that similarity in external appearance doesn't equate to an absence of evolution," he noted.

"[The horseshoe crab of today] is most certainly not the same thing as Lunataspis."
© 1996-2007 National Geographic Society. 
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Educating India’s ‘untouchables’

On the outskirts of Secunderabad, Pipe Village is home to a community of Dalits, India's 'untouchable' caste. Here, behind the factory in which many of them are forced to work as bonded labourers, concrete drainage pipes and bushes form the structural basis of one of the world's poorest villages. Peter Hodge went to visit the community and talk to members of Operation Mercy, an organisation dedicated to bringing hope and enlightment to India's most underprivileged class

Wednesday January 2nd 2008

A young Dalit boy learns to read in class. Photograph: Peter Hodge

The village is mostly empty when I arrive, escorted by Binu Varghese and Bright Ericherla who work for Operation Mercy Charitable Company, created to address the need for Dalit education. A few women and toddlers emerge to greet the strangers. The industrial clatter in the background indicates that the men are hard at work, most of them virtual slaves until their debts are repaid. If any of them run away a family member will be forced to take their place.

Most of the “untouchables” who live in this village accept their fate; their status in the Indian social system, sanctioned by the Hindu religion, has been drummed into them their whole life.

“They are exposed to everything here,” says Binu, who is the Human Resource Officer for the 67 schools run by OMCC, as he leads me through the tidy village. The Dalits here live in pipes. Most of the pipes are about 1.5 metres in diameter; a number have mud-brick extensions and doorways fashioned from scrap wood and metal. The smaller pipes are only 75cm in diameter and the tenants must crawl on their hands and knees to enter. On a corrugated iron sheet that forms the side of one of the houses, letters of the English alphabet are scrawled. A young boy, using a stick as his pointer, runs through the list for us from start to finish.

There are no toilets in the Pipe Village, only bushes populated by snakes and wild dogs. The factory allows the villagers to draw water from its tap, and once provided electricity – until it was discovered that the villagers were “abusing” it to watch television and listen to radios.

Bright, a Dalit himself, is the community development organiser for families and villages connected with the local school. Unlike many Indians – even those who have converted to other religions – Binu doesn’t know what caste he is.

Operation Mercy has earned the trust of the villagers, and so I feel welcome in the Pipe Village. The factory owners, however, would have been less than pleased to learn of our visit. Moses Vattipalli, who compiles records of abuses against Dalits for the All India Christian Council, tells me that the rate of abuses is often higher in regions where Dalits are making the most progress.  

“These people don’t know how to read or write,” says Jose MD, of OMCC. “They never read a newspaper, and they don’t know what programmes exist.” Illiteracy and the prejudice of other castes have meant that Dailts were never able to lean on the Indian legal system. “Many people don’t know how to file a case,” Jose MD explains. “Even if they go to the police they wouldn’t know how to fill out a form.” OMCC sends lawyers into communities like the Pipe Village to educate residents about how the justice system can work for them.

I am taken to the stonecutter’s village on the edge of a quarry. Here, also, most of the men are bonded labourers. Stone shards shower down on the village when blasting is taking place. As this village is situated on government land, Operation Mercy has been able to install several sanitation blocks with septic tanks. They are kept in immaculate condition by the villagers.

OMCC has set up a tailoring school in the village for the young girls. Skills-training is vitally important for Dalits, Jose asserts. “If an investor comes from Australia, where are they going to put their money? My people are not skilled. How are they going to produce anything?” Without an employable skill, Dalits can’t even hope to find work in a big city. It is hoped that these girls, proudly displaying their portfolios of garments to me, will soon be in a position to sell their products.

Successes such as these have encouraged OMCC to embark on many different skills-training projects. One unit assembles solar panels; another trade is carpentry; along with marketing skills to help villagers sell their finished products. Many of the projects are for women, who are easy to reach in the villages and, after they are trained, are able to provide a second income stream for their families.

The organisation tries not to impose too many rules and regulations. “Many people have seasonal jobs,” says Jose. “They say: ‘When the next season comes we’ll pay.’” It is the responsibility of the whole community to repay loans, and almost 87% of the funds borrowed are repaid, according to Jose. “Once you become a boss and start telling them what to do, it doesn’t work in any community,” he says. “Each village has its own culture, its own nature. We ask them what they think and what they want us to do. They come and say: ‘No, this will not work, this is the way…’”

Later I visit the Good Shepherd School in Logos Bhavan, the centre where OMCC and its partner, the Dalit Freedom Network, have their offices. Bright takes me from class to class, where I see neatly attired students, happy, just a little cheeky, and almost completely engaged with their learning tasks. Here, children from the Pipe Village are learning about new possibilities. They are granted “the power to dream”, as Binu puts it, that their parents were denied. This generation of young Dalits, particularly those reached by organisations like OMCC, will not be so submissive to their fate.
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Bat Deaths in U.S. Northeast Baffle Experts     by Michael Hill in Albany, New York

February 1, 2008

Bats are dying off by the thousands as they hibernate in New York and Vermont, sending researchers scrambling to find the cause of a mysterious condition dubbed "white nose syndrome."
The ailment—named for the white circles of fungus found around the noses of affected bats—was first noticed last January in four caves west of Albany, New York.

It has now spread to eight bat-hibernation sites in the state and to another site in Vermont.
Alan Hicks, a bat specialist with New York's Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC), called the quick-spreading disorder the "gravest threat" to bats he had ever seen.

(Related news: "U.S. Bee Collapse May Be Due to Alien Virus" [September 6, 2007].)
Up to 11,000 bats were found dead last winter, and many more this year are showing signs of illness, Hicks said.

One hard-hit cave went from more than 15,000 bats two years ago to 1,500 now.
"We do not know what the cause is, and we do not know how it was spread, either from cave to cave, or bat to bat," Hicks said. "You have this potential for this huge spread."

Control the Spread

The white fungus ring around bats' noses is a symptom of the disease, but not necessarily the cause.
For some unknown reason, bats that display white nose syndrome deplete their fat reserves and die months before they would normally emerge from hibernation.

New York and Vermont environmental officials are asking people not to enter caves or mines known to house bats until researchers figure out how the infection is spread.
There is no evidence that the disease is a threat to humans, but officials want to take every precaution to avoid it spreading from cave to cave.

Bats are considered particularly vulnerable when they hibernate, a time when they hang together tightly by the thousands.
Indiana bats, an endangered species in the U.S., are especially at risk from the illness.

"Half the estimated 52,000 Indiana bats that hibernate in New York are located in just one former mine—a mine that is now infected with white nose syndrome," the New York DEC wrote in a press release.
But the highest death count so far has been among little brown bats.

"I'm very concerned," Hicks said. "I can only hope that what we're seeing today will dissipate in the future."
© 1996-2007 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.
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Through the asteroid dust

Every year, around the middle of December, the earth passes through an enormous ring of dust particles in space and experiences what is known as the Geminid meteor shower. This year the spectacle will peak on December 13 and 14, complemented by the appearance of Mars, which is passing close to earth and burning brightly in the eastern sky. The source of the Geminids was a mystery until 1983, when John Davies, an astronomer at Edinburgh's Royal Observatory, with his colleague Simon Green, discovered an asteroid called 3200 Phaethon. He talks about his life's work

Thursday December 13th 2007

Star trails taken with a long exposure. Photograph: Ali Jarekji/Corbis

I have the slightly unusual distinction of having discovered six comets, none of which are named after me, and having an asteroid named after me that I didn’t discover. The asteroid with my name was found by another astronomer and named after me as a gesture of appreciation for my long years' work in astronomy.

The rules for naming comets are quite interesting. If you find a comet with a pair of binoculars then it can be named after you – like the comet HaleBopp was named after Hale and Bopp. But if you discover it via a satellite, which is usually funded by the government, it has to be named after the satellite. All the comets I found are named after IRAS, the satellite I was working on at the time. But with asteroids the rules are slightly different: if you discover one you’re allowed to name it – but you have to name it after someone else.

Random grains of dust are burning up in the atmosphere all the time. If you sit out at night you’ll see six or so meteors, or shooting stars, an hour. However, from time to time, there’s suddenly more of them all coming from more or less the same direction. That direction is called the radiant and, depending on which constellation the radiant lies in, the meteor shower is named after the constellation. So the Geminids come mostly from the direction of the constellation of Gemini.

Unlike the ordinary dust grains that are spread randomly through the solar system, the Geminids travel round the sun in a very similar orbit. They form a kind of tube of dust going around the sun. And at a certain time of year, in December, the earth ploughs through this tube and we get a few days of meteors heading towards us.

Most of the dust comes from comets, which are made of ice and dust, and as the comet goes around the sun the ice evaporates and the dust is left behind. Most of the meteor showers we know are associated with a specific known comet, but the Geminids have always been a mystery because there is no comet associated with it.

Or at least there wasn’t  – until 1983, when a young man called Simon Green and I were working in Oxford, in the ground station for a satellite called the IRAS, the Infrared Astronomical Satellite. Our job was to look for moving objects in the IRAS data as it returned from the satellite. One of the things we found was what looked like an asteroid. Within a few days it was obvious that the orbit of this asteroid was almost exactly the same as the orbit of the Geminids, so we concluded that it was almost certainly the parent body of the Geminid meteors.

Simon and I got a lot of attention in the scientific community because here at last, after 100 years, was the mystery object that was the source of the Geminid meteors. But it wasn’t as big a hit with the public as comets generally were, because while you could go out and see comets with a pair of binoculars, the Geminid asteroid was too faint to see.

At the time the asteroid was called the 1983TB, but after it was officially discovered it was named 3200 Phaethon. The orbit of Phaethon takes it very close to the sun – in fact it passes closer to the sun than any other known asteroid. Phaethon was the man who, in Greek mythology, stole the sun god’s chariot and crashed it. It seemed an obvious name for the asteroid.

All of the studies that have been made of Phaethon suggest that it’s a rocky object. Comets are mostly made of ice with a bit of dust, but Phaethon appears to be made of mostly dust with no evidence for ice at all. This is quite unusual. What I suspected – and still suspect – is that Phaethon is a very old comet, and if you drilled into it you would eventually find ice deep inside. But what astronomers don’t quite understand is that dust is flaking off and forming the meteors. Why the dust comes off is a mystery.

There are two types of asteroid that cross the orbit of the earth. One is rocky objects left over from when the planets formed. Most of these orbit between Mars and Jupiter. From time to time, for reasons that are a bit complicated, collisions in the asteroid belt cause some of the fragments to be pushed into orbits that bring them perilously close to the earth. It was one of these that created the Barringer meteor crater in the Arizona desert; it was almost certainly one of these that killed the dinosaurs 65m years ago.

Another possibility is a comet that has been trapped into an orbit close to the earth (and this does happen; lots of comets are in these sorts of orbits), which has been heated up so much that most of the ice has evaporated, leaving a kind of baked Alaska situation where there’s a lump of ice cream in the middle and a crust of meringue on the outside keeping it cold.

I probably won’t watch this year’s Geminid meteor shower because after spending all day working at Edinburgh’s Royal Observatory I like to do something else when I get home. I’ll go out for a lunar eclipse, as it’s important to do a little amateur stargazing to remind myself of why I sit in an office all day doing professional astronomy, but my enthusiasm for standing out of doors in the middle of December is not as great as it used to be.

• John Davies was interviewed by Anna Bruce-Lockhart
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Celebrating Diwali

Manisha Bhasin, executive chef at the Sheraton Hotel in New Delhi, describes the spiritual significance of Diwali, the most important Hindu festival of the year, often referred to as the "festival of lights". Bhasin also explains how her family will celebrate  during this year's festivities, which begin on November 9 this year

Thursday November 8th 2007

Diwali has always been a very special occasion for my family and I. We start our Diwali shopping almost a week prior to the big day, making sure we deck-up the house, buy new clothes, sweets and gifts for relatives and friends. Nowadays, of course, no one makes sweets at home but, when I was young, it used to be quite an occasion and all family members would pitch-in making delicacies.

Among the Diwali memories which still linger are those of the crowded kitchen with wonderful aromas emanating from within, and the kids repeatedly rushing in to ask if their favorite sweet is ready. When I was a child, Diwali always meant lots of food. My mother once made a huge platter of sweets which was intended to be used in some rituals. Unable to resist the yummy-looking sweets, my brother and I gorged on them until we fell sick from overeating.

But Diwali is not just about food. People express their happiness by lighting earthen “diyas” (tiny earthen, oil-filled lamps with wicks), decorating their homes, bursting firecrackers and inviting their nearest and dearest to a sumptuous feast. The lighting of lamps is a thanksgiving to God for our health, wealth, knowledge and fame.

Diwali is mainly about light emanating from tiny diyas (or 'deep' in Hindi). Diwali is also known as “the festival of lights” because on this day there’s light everywhere. It falls on “Amavasyaa”, a planetary position when the moon isn’t visible in the sky and there’s darkness all around. By penetrating the darkness, light (which is a symbol of hope and positivity) symbolises the victory of good over evil. By spreading light in every corner of their homes, Hindus hope to destroy the reign of darkness on Diwali night.

Diwali is not only about festivities but also about spiritual and religious significances. It revolves primarily around the worship of Goddess Lakshmi (Goddess of wealth) and Lord Ganesha (God of prosperity), Goddess Kali (Goddess of death) and Lord Chitragupta (God of karma). The festival has a special significance for the business community as they consider this day perfect to launch their new financial year.

Some people also indulge in gambling on the day of Diwali because it is a believed that the wife of the God Shiva (Parvati), played dice with him on this day and thus all those who gamble on this auspicious day are blessed with prosperity throughout the year.

On Diwali day we’ll prepare lots of things. We typically spring clean the house, make some sweets in the way my grandmother taught, and soak diyas in water so that they light better and burn brighter at night. All the time we’ll have the Gayatri mantra (spiritual chants) playing while we also make wicks for diyas.

In the evening, the priest comes home to perform the pooja (religious ceremony) after which diyas are lit and crackers are burst. The whole family gets to wear new, traditional clothes which are very festive.

We always try to make Diwali special for our two children by encouraging them to help us with chores around the house – cleaning up, lighting diyas or making personalised gifts for friends and relatives. My son and daughter make handmade greeting cards and think up innovative ways of gift-wrapping the giveaways. We usually try to make wrappings from natural products like dried leaves and twigs to make an interesting packaging accessory.

These days many Indian children do not burst crackers due to a very high degree of awareness about environmental pollution and child labor. Millions of poor and underprivileged Indian children, as the world knows, work in sub-human conditions at firecracker factories.

Over the years, I feel Diwali has become more of a materialistic festival than one about sentiments and feelings. Also, Diwali gifts are fast losing their significance because people buy new products as a matter of routine in today's world of glitzy shopping malls. It used to bring so much excitement for us as children, but now the ritual of exchanging gifts has overpowered the “feelings” we earlier associated with the act.

As a concerned, modern Indian family, we also try to do a few things for the underprivileged on occasions like Diwali. We visit orphanages at Diwali fetes to help them put up their food stalls. We also take training classes for the physically challenged so that they can earn their livelihood by using a few basic skills.

In our own small way, we try to spread as much light and good cheer around as possible. And here’s hoping that this year too, the festival of lights will dispel darkness from all corners of the world and enlighten people to make this planet a better place to live in. Happy Diwali.

• Manisha Bhasin was speaking to India-based freelance writer Neeta Lal.
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Keeping the home fires burning

For eight days millions of candles will be lit to commemorate the rededication of the Temple of Jerusalem by Jewish rebels after their victory over the Syrians. While most of the historic meaning has become detached from modern life, there is still a widespread observance of the festival's family-orientated traditions. Ben Bloom, a doctor who lives in London, describes what it's like to be at once a young professional in a modern city and a member of the Jewish community with its ancient and weighty traditions

Tuesday December 4th 2007

The flames are a reminder of the Maccabee miracle. Photograph: JP Puerta

Hanukkah is my favourite festival because it's about joy and singing, and being with family. I've always liked lighting candles on the nine-branched candlestick, called a chanukiah, and the symbolic idea of lighting up the dark. It's something that goes back to when I was a kid. My family and I would sing songs and each night we would light one extra candle, so that on the last night all were burning.

Nowadays it’s just my wife Sarah and I singing the songs by ourselves. When we first started celebrating it, just the two of us, we would looked at each other as we sang and think it was a bit weird. We don’t do any of the other things by ourselves, like the blessing of the wine and bread on a Friday night. But there’s something great about observing Hanukkah, because it’s such a warm festival.

It has some similarities with how other people celebrate Christmas, in that we get together with family, but then we do that a lot anyway as Jews are very community-based and have so many religious holidays. But what we don’t do is buy expensive gifts. In that sense I’m glad we’ve missed out on the consumerism of Christmas. We don’t have a tree either. Some people give small gifts, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but I think the idea may have been picked up from non-Jewish people. It isn’t in the scripture anyway.

The history behind Hanukkah dates back to a victory and a miracle. After the Greeks had occupied the Jewish temple and defiled it (placing a pig’s head on the altar), the Jewish rebels – or Maccabees as they were otherwise known – managed to break in and reclaim it. They were supposed to light the seven-branched menorah, but they only had enough olive oil to fuel the temple’s eternal flame for one day. Strangely, the candles burned for eight days, which was enough time to prepare fresh oil.

Hanukkah doesn’t have enormous bearing on life today, at least not for Sarah and me. And it’s not just because we’re young and live in a western city: we do observe Jewish traditions. It's just that the festival isn’t mentioned in the Torah and is more to do with oral law than written law. It was invented by the rabbis after they had decided that what happened in the temple was a miracle.

Neither is it an excuse for old fundamental feelings to come to the fore. The rabbis in shul often talk about Judah Maccabee, the Jewish rebel, in their sermons and try to draw parallels between how things were then and how they are now, but I don’t think many people feel a connection between those rebels and their own lives.

Perhaps for the very far-right Jews the festival might be a source of inspiration for their fundamentalism. Or for those who think there should be a country called Greater Israel that takes in all of what the Palestinians are living in and more. But then, fundamentalism can be fuelled by a lot of things.

I once saw a photograph of a Palestinian demonstration and in it there were orthodox Jews with black hats and peyot, or ringlets, demonstrating with the Palestinians against a state of Israel. At first I was amazed to see Jewish people demonstrating with Palestinians, and assumed that they were politically motivated through sympathy for the Palestinian cause. However, it transpired that their motivation was a religious one and that they believed that only the coming of the Messiah would entitle the Jews to a country of their own. They saw all Jews living in Israel as sacrilegious.

London’s Jewish community is mid-sized and dwindling. Nevertheless, there is a cross-section of opinions that is a bit like a microcosm of Israel itself – from Israeli-Palestinian reconciliation groups to those who oppose a two-state solution. The community is small enough for someone like myself to meet people from both sides. Some of the older generations express more right-wing views, which can sound bigoted. There is a sad lack of interfaith dialogue, and it breeds ignorance.

But, there are lights, like the lights of Hanukkah. The rabbi of the New North London Synagogue is leading a festive walk from his shul to a Catholic church and ending with a meal at a mosque.

Sarah and I are going to buy some candles today. We’ve got a chanukiah ready, although it’s a pretty horrible travel one that my mother gave us when we were in Australia during Hanukkah a couple of years ago. It’s small and collapsible so that we can light it anywhere, even in a remote hostel in the Australian bush.

There are two prayers and two songs that we’ll be singing, and we’ll be eating plenty of doughnuts and latkes – fried food, basically, as it’s traditional to cook with oil. Unfortunately, I’ve got a lot of late shifts at the hospital so I won’t be home for all the nights to celebrate. Because it's not a religious festival there are no rules to stop you from going out to work, but it's a shame to miss out.

• Ben Bloom was interviewed by Anna Bruce-Lockhart
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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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The killer oceans: What really wiped out the dinosaurs?

Did asteroids really wipe out the dinosaurs? Scientists now think rising sea-levels were to blame – and they could threaten our survival too. Sanjida O'Connell reports

Wednesday, 23 July 2008

They were the most successful animals on the planet – and the most ferocious. They ruled the world for 100 million years. Some grew to a gigantic size: stegosaurus, diplodocus, Tyrannosaurus rex. Others became fearsome underwater predators, like icthyosaurus and plesiosaurus, while pteradons, with their vast wing-spans, dominated the skies. And then they died and left the way clear for shrew-like mammals to evolve into lions, lemurs and lemmings.

The debate about what killed the dinosaurs has been equally fearsome. Depending on who you believe, it was an asteroid impact, a supervolcano, or a gamma ray. They were starved, poisoned, frozen, boiled, drowned, dried, asphyxiated, irradiated or all of the above. "A colleague of mine said, 'Paleontologists are responsible for the third law of mass extinctions: for every extinction, there's an equal and opposite mechanism,'" says Shanan Peters, a professor of geology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Peters has come up with a new theory to explain the demise of the dinosaurs, and all the other extinctions that have written their fragile, fossil messages within the bones of the earth. "One of the remarkable things about this work is that it is a statistical smoking gun. It's in the background for all extinctions, but it's predictive about which species are more likely to survive and which will go extinct," Peters says. His study was published in the journal Nature.

Since life began 3.5 billion years ago, there have been five mass extinctions. The dinosaurs died in the last one, 65 million years ago, but the worst was at the end of the Permian period, 250 million years ago. Known as "The Great Dying", it wiped out 95 per cent of all species. Some scientists suggest we are now on the brink of a sixth mass extinction.

Peters's theory is that it was changing sea levels that did for the dinos as well as other species throughout evolutionary history. A few years ago, in geological time, the world looked rather different. Europe was a shallow sea, 100 metres deep, and a band of ocean ran through the middle of America. This stretch of sea teemed with giant sharks and mosasaurs – massive marine predators. As the sea drained away, the sharks and mosasaurs became extinct.

Clearly, a rise or fall in sea level can have a dramatic impact on marine animals, but it also affects terrestrial fauna and flora. Peters points out that we in the UK are warmed and moistened by the Gulf Stream, whereas parts of Canada on a similar latitude are much colder. Withdrawing an ocean from Colorado would suddenly have turned the region hot and dry. "Life on land would have known about the loss of that shallow sea," Peters says.

The last great extinction was triggered by a fall in sea levels, but others have been caused by a rise. Peters arrived at this conclusion by collecting rocks from 540 sites across America. He looked at two main types: carbonates, which he likens to the white sand you see in beautiful marine environments like the Bahamas, and siliciclastics, which are like the muddy sand beaches we have in the UK, dark with sediment that's been washed off the land.

"At each spot, I asked what the record of sea-level rise and fall was and what the environmental consequence of that was," Peters says. This enabled him to plot sea level against the numbers and types of species found in these two different types of marine sediment. "It doesn't mean that other physical perturbations aren't important," says Peters, referring to supervolcanoes and asteroid strikes. "The Yucatan crater is the biggest crater caused by an asteroid in the last 540 million years. If it happened now, I'd feel the shock wave and see the debris and dust at my desk in Wisconsin. But the problem with this theory is that we have lots of large craters – 100 kilometres in diameter – caused by asteroids that aren't linked to any extinctions."

So what led to the rise and fall in sea levels? One explanation is the shift in the Earth's tectonic plates. The other is climate change. Over the past 500 million years, ice sheets have been forming, advancing, melting and retreating. These vast perturbations in climate change were produced by shifts in Earth's orbit around the Sun. Geologists say this is natural and normal: we are in a cold phase right now.

However, as we know, after the death of the dinosaurs, one species came to dominate the planet – and it is warming the earth up rather rapidly. The 20th century saw the greatest increase in temperature of any century in the last thousand years. The last decade has been the warmest since records began. "The rate at which we're changing the climate is unusual," Peters says, with scientific reticence. "The only similar rate and magnitude of global warming seen in the fossil record was 55 million years ago. Something caused massive amounts of carbon dioxide to be injected into the atmosphere and dramatically altered the climate."

If global warming continues at its current pace, Peters says, "sea levels will rise for sure". The biggest and most immediately noticeable impact on the natural world will be the death of coral reefs. But vast numbers of people could lose their homes, livelihoods and lives. For every centimetre the sea rises, about one metre of land is lost. By 2100, it's predicted, the sea will have risen by 50 centimetres. It may not sound a lot, but most of the human population lives by the sea. In Bangladesh, such a rise would result in 17 million people losing their land, yet a rise of 10 metres is nothing in geological terms, Peters says.

Global warming has already led to changes on every continent. Scientists examined reports dating back to 1970 and found that in at least 90 per cent of cases, shifts in wildlife behaviour and populations could only be explained by global warming. The team also found that 95 per cent of environmental changes, from melting permafrost to retreating glaciers, were caused by an increase in global temperature.

But even without global warming, we are going to have a mass extinction, claims Dr Peter Mayhew, a biologist from the University of York, who's studied the impact of climate change on mass extinctions. "It's due to habitat loss, and there's no realistic way we're going to avoid that without curtailing human population growth. Extinction will be insidious; we may almost not recognise that it is happening. To you and me in the UK, mass extinction is not going to be something that impinges much on our lives. It'll mean we won't see some species we saw in the past." It's already rare to see large blue butterflies, badgers and bee orchids.

As for extinction on a global scale, according to Dr Richard Leakey, the famous paleoanthropologist and author of the book The Sixth Extinction, every year between 17,000 and 100,000 species vanish from our planet.

By the end of this century, the human population is predicted to have reached 10 billion and the consequence is thought to be the loss of half the world's total number of species. Leakey says: "Homo sapiens is poised to become the greatest catastrophic agent since a giant asteroid collided with the Earth 65 million years ago, wiping out half the world's species in a geological instant."

Extinctions that shaped our planet

Cretaceous-Tertiary, 65 million years ago

Thought to have been aggravated by the impact of large asteroid on the Yucatan peninsula, it led to the death of 16 per cent of marine families and 47 per cent of marine genera, and 18 per cent of land vertebrate families, including the dinosaurs.

End of the Triassic, 200-214 million years ago

This extinction was aggravated by a supervolcano that triggered a rise in sea levels and global temperatures. The death toll included 22 per cent of marine families and 52 per cent of marine genera.

End of the Permian, 250 million years ago

Earth's worst mass extinction, annihilating 95 per cent of all species, including 53 per cent of marine families, 84 per cent of marine genera and 70 per cent of land species such as plants, insects and vertebrate animals.

Late Devonian, 364 million years ago

About 22 per cent of marine families and 57 per cent of marine genera were lost.

Ordovician-Silurian, 439 million years ago

Sea levels fell as glaciers formed, and then rose as glaciers melted, resulting in the extinction of 25 per cent of marine families and 60 per cent of marine genera.
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 WITNESS TO WAR                    By TAKAHIRO FUKADA

Veteran sheds hatred, finds Japan now like second home

On April 7, 1945, Jerry Yellin and his fellow P-51 pilots of fighter squadron 78 took off from Iwojima to escort B-29 bombers en route to Tokyo.

Over the capital, Yellin saw the B-29s unload their lethal cargo. Little fires quickly spread to engulf wide areas, sending up smoke and debris, the 84-year-old veteran recalled.

"I never thought that there were people on the ground. This was my enemy and this was the bombing of the city," Yellin told The Japan Times in Shizuoka last month during a visit to attend a ceremony commemorating Japanese and American war dead.

"Japanese were not people to me."

His hatred of Japan dated to 1937, when Yellin saw newsreel footage of a gutted Nanjing, China, after it was bombed by Japanese forces. He recalled the image of a little girl sitting in front of burning buildings.

Japan had invaded that year and slaughtered vast numbers of people. The episode would later be called the Nanjing Massacre.

"I said to myself that kind of people are the Japanese people, who would do something like that to somebody else," Yellin said.

He was in a New Jersey store at age 17 on Dec. 7, 1941, when he heard Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor. He became further enraged.

"The Japanese had made a trip from Japan and bombed American soil. It's terrible, terrible. Everybody in America hated Japan those days," Yellin said.

"Germany didn't attack us. But Japan attacked us."

News photo

In February 1942, Yellin enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Corps, hoping to become a fighter pilot to do battle with Japan.

After graduating from military flying school in August 1943, Yellin was sent to Hawaii to be a flight instructor.

In March 1945, he was sent into combat, logging 19 missions over Japan, including raids on Atsugi, Kanagawa Prefecture, and Osaka.

When Yellin rotated back to the U.S., he looked up relatives of his comrades who would never be returning.

"That was very difficult, for them to see me alive and (to know) their children have been killed," he said.

Yellin went on to marry and have a family. Now a grandfather, he also found success in business and has traveled around the world. But the war continued to haunt him.

"I had nightmares at night and I was sad. It was sad for me to be alive. It still bothers me," said Yellin, who believes profits are an underlying reason why wars are waged.

The Pacific War broke out because the United States demanded that Japan withdraw from China and stopped the flow of oil and iron to Japan, he said.

"And so the Japanese reasoned that if they destroyed the ships that were gonna do the embargo, then America will negotiate," Yellin said.

Just as the Pacific War for Japan was all about oil, the war in Iraq is also about oil, he said.

"It's profit, profit, land or power or oil or profit. If you take profit out of war, (you) take the war out of the world," he said.

Yellin's hatred of Japan ended in 1983.

A real estate consultant, he was invited by a bank to come to Japan and talk about investments in the U.S. He was reluctant to make the trip.

But since Yellin's wife, Helene, loved Japanese architecture, gardens and books about Japan, the couple came in October that year for the first time.

Yellin recalled strolling with his wife in Tokyo's Ginza shopping district on a Sunday morning.

"I saw for the first time . . . well-dressed people, orderly people saying hello to me, truly saying hello. And it was the first time in my life that I realized that on the ground there were real, fine human beings in Japan."

Helene said their son, Robert, then a college student, would like Japan. The couple soon had him make the trip.

Robert came to Japan the same year on a home-stay program. He returned the next year to teach English at private language schools in Shizuoka Prefecture and other locations. He has since been living in Shizuoka and now runs a ceramics gallery.

In 1988, Robert married a Japanese. Her father had been in the Imperial Japanese Army during the war.

The father had told his daughter he would allow her to marry any Japanese but never a foreigner, and especially not an American, according to Yellin.

The father's attitude changed when he learned Robert's father was a P-51 pilot.

According to Yellin, the father said: "Anybody who could fly a P-51 against Japanese and survive must be a brave man, and I want the blood of that man to flow through the brains of my grandchildren."

The father gave his daughter permission to marry Robert.

When the two families met at Shizuoka's Mishima Taisha Shrine for the wedding, Yellin became a relative of the Japanese family.

Early on in his son's marriage, Yellin still had a nightmare: His grandchildren in Japan are flying across the Pacific to drop bombs on the U.S., and his other grandchildren in the U.S. were bombing Japan. "I couldn't let that happen," Yellin said.

Now that Yellin has three grandchildren in Japan, the land that was once his enemy is now his second home. "We're all the same, all the same," he said.

In this occasional series, we interview firsthand witnesses of Japan's march to war and its crushing defeat, who wish to pass on their experiences to younger generations.

The Japan Times: Wednesday, July 23, 2008
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Teen Pregnancy, Hollywood Style          by Sarah Kliff

 Once taboo, pregnant teenagers are popping up more frequently on TV, in movies and on magazine covers. The problem? This latest pop-culture coverage doesn't show what comes before or after.

Updated: 4:50 PM ET Jul 23, 2008
It could have been Immaculate Conception. In the premiere episode of the new drama "The Secret Life of the American Teenager," 15-year-old Amy comes home from band practice and is shocked--the pregnancy test is positive! That two-second tryst at band camp, as she describes it to her friends, "was definitely not like what you see in the movies." They share the same confusion: how did a good girl end up in this situation? The obvious answer (Amy had unprotected sex) never quite surfaces; it's brushed off in a whirlwind of mystification. By the end of the episode, band-camp guy has taken a backseat to Amy's new love interest. As the plot pushes forward, it never once looks back at whether Amy considered contraceptives or talked to her parents about condoms. Amy is pregnant, and that is where this story starts.

Amy's tale is familiar terrain in the media landscape. Teen pregnancy has become a hot plot device lately, showing up in two new television shows--ABC Family's "Secret Life" and NBC's "Baby Borrowers." The standard plot: teen gets pregnant, teen is horrified and teen tells her family. Audiences saw it in last year's box-office smash "Juno," where an unintended pregnancy becomes a heart-warming adoption. In real life, the same storyline has been running through OK! Magazine's coverage of Jamie Lynn Spears's pregnancy. "I can't say it was something I was planning to do right now," the 16-year-old Nickelodeon star confessed to OK! last December. "But now that it's in my lap and that it's something I have to deal with, I'm looking forward to being the best mom I can be." Now 17 and with a newborn at home, Spears is already sharing her wisdom on parenting: "Being a mom is the best feeling in the world!"

Many teen moms and the adults who deal with them are glad to see a conversation about teen pregnancy out in the open. But they say that big parts of the story are being glossed over: how that baby bump came to be in the first place, and just how hard it'll be for a teen to raise a child. In "Juno," the word condom is used twice; the Jamie Lynn interviews skirt the issue altogether. Even "The Secret Life" (a show originally pitched with the title "The Sex Life of the American Teenager") only makes a few passing references to condoms, mostly students asking the guidance counselor about the ones kept in his office. In none of these shows are the girls asked whether they used contraception, nor is there mention of STD testing, which would seem a logical step after unprotected sex. "It's the missing three C's: there's little commitment, no mention of contraception and rarely do we see negative consequences," says Jane Brown, a journalism professor at the University of North Carolina who runs the Teen Media Project. "What's missing in the media's sexual script is what happens before and after. Why are these kids getting pregnant and what happens afterward?"

To recap, the reality that's not covered: teens are having sex (the average age of first intercourse is 16.9 for boys and 17.4 for girls, according to the Alan Guttmacher Institute) and some are getting pregnant (almost 750,000 each year, also from Guttmacher). One third of those women will have an abortion; two thirds will carry their baby to term. Teen moms are less likely to finish high school and more likely to remain a single parent, according to the Centers for Disease Control. Teens are also contracting sexually transmitted diseases in alarmingly high numbers--a quarter of teenage females have at least one.

"Juno" and "Secret Life" and other movies and TV shows like them could open doors to all of those issues. And research suggests that is actually what teens want: three quarters say they would like the media to talk more about the consequences of sex, according to a 2007 study by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy.

But these topics can be risky for Hollywood producers and purveyors of celebrity magazines. Producers and writers may want to avoid the political controversy over abstinence education. There's also the entertainment value at stake--lectures on condoms don't exactly sell blockbuster films. But there's also a more basic reason: talking about high-school students having sex, using condoms or contracting STDs still makes many people a little bit squeamish and embarrassed. Although the vast majority of parents say they talk to their kids about delaying sex and contraceptive use, most are still uncomfortable with the subject. 82 percent of parents and two thirds of teens say that they don't know exactly what to say, how to say it or when to start the conversation, according to the study by the National Campaign.

"It seems like we keep removing taboos related to sex, and this year it was pregnancy," says Nancy Brown, who teaches a course on adolescent health and sexuality at Stanford University and writes a blog on the same subject. "And I hope next year it's sexually transmitted infections. Because that's something we still don't talk about." She gets frustrated when she watches movies pass up perfectly good opportunities to add a line or two about contraceptives or STDs. Like when Juno's dad, after he learns that his daughter is pregnant, tells her, "I thought you were the kind of girl who knew when to say when." Brown suggests, "What would be a lot better there is, 'I wish I had talked to you about birth control when you were 12,' or 'I thought I raised you to use a condom'."

Condoms aren't the only things that teens and adolescent-health experts see missing from the plot. There's that third C that Jane Brown mentioned: consequences. While Juno and Jamie Lynn are celebrated as heroines, the teen moms NEWSWEEK spoke with recount a different reaction from their communities--being stigmatized and ostracized, one to the point where she dropped out of high school. "I guess I was too scared to be pregnant and in high school, it didn't really seem OK," says one teen, who ended up leaving her Atlanta-area private school.

Meghan Mellecker, a 15-year-old from outside Iowa City, had the support of her parents but trouble with her small town of 700. "There were a lot of people who looked down on it," she says. Her mom, Melody Hobert-Mellecker, says she quit a job at the family's church under pressure from congregants. "I had people calling the bishop's office asking how I could be a moral leader when I couldn't even be a good moral mother," she recalls. Ever since Meghan's daughter, Sophie, was born, Hobert-Mellecker says things have improved. But she watches as her daughter struggles with balancing being a parent and being a teen. "One thing that I see this summer, which is her first with Sophie, is how different it is from her friends," says Hobert-Mellecker. "They sleep in, hang out, stay up late. Meghan gets out of bed early every morning and it's hard for her to say to her friends, 'I can't hang out with you'."

Balancing parenting and work is hard enough for moms in their 30s; it's near impossible for 19-year-old Candi Johnson. She wants to go back to school (she dropped out of a GED program two months into her pregnancy) and wants to get a job, but is also responsible for her 18-month-old son, Shymir. Like the majority of teen moms, the father isn't in the picture, so she largely relies on her mother and grandmother for financial support. "Pampers cost $20, a little bottle of milk is $7," says Johnson, who lives in Queens, N.Y. "I want to be the best mom that I can, but it's hard, because I don't have the money or the education to give him everything that he wants." She doesn't see the financial strains or work-parenting balance mentioned at all in OK! Magazine. "She has all that money, she can pay for nannies, she can give her baby whatever she wants. It's so fake," says Johnson. "For me, its fun but hard. It's the best thing in the world but at the same time it's the worst thing in the world."

Amidst all the teen pregnancy media, researchers do see some encouraging signs. NBC's "Baby Borrowers" (slogan: "It's not TV, it's birth control"), gives real teens a taste of parenting; it attracted nearly 8 million viewers to its debut, about three times the viewership of "Secret Life." And while the storyline on TV may be incomplete, it does give parents a starting point to open their own discussion (47 percent of teens say their parents are the most influential in their decisions about sex, according to the National Campaign Study.) Jane Brown, at the Teen Media Project, remembers striking up a conversation with her 17-year-old daughter as they walked out of "Juno." "She thought, 'Isn't that romantic, she's left with the boyfriend, adoption looks easy'," Brown says. "We talked about how adoption can be a traumatic event, the fact that there was no contraception and why not, and that it's rare for the guys to actually stay." Brown just hopes she's not the only one talking.
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Baby's body unnoticed in shopping bag for 10 hours

July 24, 2008

The body of a baby lay in a shopping bag at a country Victorian bus stop for at least 10 hours before it was found late yesterday.

Homicide detectives are investigating the possibility the baby was abandoned at the bus stop and died of hypothermia or its panicked parents dumped the body there after it had died of natural causes.

A local resident found the body inside the shopping bag dressed in a jumpsuit and wrapped in a blanket at about 5.30pm (AEST) at Grahamvale, near Shepparton.

Police said a witness saw the bag at the bus stop at 7.45am (AEST) yesterday and they were trying to determine exactly when it was left there.

Homicide Detective Senior Sergeant Ron Iddles said the baby may have been as young as a week old.

"Sadly, about 5.30, a gentleman living on a rural property went out to put out his rubbish bins, went to a bus shelter and found a green shopping bag, looked in the bag and found the body of an infant or a baby, aged somewhere between one or two weeks and three months old," he told Fairfax Radio.

Det Snr Sgt Iddles called on the parents of the baby to come forward.

"Sometimes people panic in situations, it may be the case that the child was abandoned and died of hypothermia," he told ABC Radio.

"We would just appeal for mum and dad to come forward."

The baby's sex won't be known until a post-mortem examination is carried out at 9am tomorrow, a police spokeswoman said.

Victoria Police spokeswoman Senior Constable Julie-Anne Newman said homicide detectives were considering three possible scenarios in relation to the find.

"One, that the baby was abandoned and died of hypothermia, that it was a SIDS (Sudden Infant Death Syndrome) death and the parents didn't know what to do, or it's a homicide," she told AAP.

"It's too early to say at this stage."

Temperatures dipped to just below zero in Shepparton this morning.

Police also appealed for witnesses who saw anyone in the area around the bus stop, at the intersection of Ford and Mouser roads at Grahamvale, at 7.45am or before, to contact Crimestoppers or Shepparton police.

Greater Shepparton mayor Eric Bott said the community would be devastated by the news.

"I'm shocked. Without knowing any of the details, it's just a shocking thing to hear," Mr Bott told AAP.

"It's a tragedy. It's difficult to know what to say. It's very sad."

AAP
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Norah Jones Goes Home                    by     Jac Chebatoris

With a little help from her friends, Norah Jones helps the club where she started celebrate its 10th birthday.

Updated: 6:22 PM ET Apr 1, 2008
Norah Jones might be a multiplatinum, Grammy-winning singer-songwriter who is apparently so talented she's adding "actor" to her professional repertoire by making her debut in Wong Kar-wai's "My Blueberry Nights." But that doesn't mean she's not still in touch with her roots. Last night Jones played a midnight show at New York City's Living Room to help celebrate the club's 10th anniversary. Jones got her start there, and last night it was as if she had never left.

Before coming to a cineplex near you, and racking up millions in album sales, Jones was like any other struggling New York City musician who wanted to be heard. Well, almost like any other: her father is sitar legend Ravi Shankar, after all, but she still made the rounds, playing at small clubs before she signed a record deal. One of those small clubs was a Jewish cultural center on Manhattan's Upper West Side called Makor, where, if you can imagine, she had to play above the din of conversation of the uninterested crowd. It was as if she was the entertainment in the lounge of a Howard Johnson's. She wasn't Norah Jones, Megastar then—her massive debut wasn't released until 2002—just a chick at the piano playing a few songs ("Come Away With Me" and "Don't Know Why" among them). But another spot was the aptly named the Living Room, a former fried chicken shop, where she and a gang of musician friends would get their share of the donations when it came time to pass the bucket for the entertainment. It was the music venue equivalent of "Cheers," where everybody did know her name, because the venue was a hub in New York City's tightly knit musical community, where friendships were formed over similar tastes in music and beer—and not, say, MySpace and Facebook. The cozy vibe was exactly what you'd expect from a place with that name: intimate and casual, a handful of tiny tables and chairs, Christmas lights for ambiance. And Jones at the piano, with her friends—musicians like Jesse Harris (who wrote the superhit "Don't Know Why," among others on her debut) and bassist and songwriter Lee Alexander, who was playing with her then and still does.

Sporting a new Mia Farrow-style short hairdo and recovering from a case of hives brought on, she said, from drinking Dr. Pepper and eating Cheetos as part of her birthday celebration the night before, Jones took the stage alone at midnight and played Hank Williams's "Cold, Cold Heart" on guitar (red, like her cowboy boots); she remarked that it was the first time she'd done the song solo, without her band. And while she clearly is the main event when she's onstage, you get the feeling that she'd rather not always be. "I'm bringing in the professionals," she said after a couple of songs, and with a flick of her head old friends Richard Julian and Jim Campilongo on guitar, drummer Dan Rieser and (former boyfriend) Alexander joined her onstage, forming their side project known as the Little Willies, which came together in 2003 at—where else—the Living Room. Rip-roaring through Willie Nelson ("I Gotta Get Drunk"), as well as a few more Hank Williams covers and a few originals (notably the song about Lou Reed going cow tipping), Jones and company performed and paid tribute to the spot that brought them all together a decade ago.

In the six years since Jones became a household name, the music industry has changed dramatically. Tomorrow's stars no longer take off from coffee houses and Living Room-like launch pads anymore, but from bloggers, TV shows and commercials. Jones went from downtown to Hollywood and skipped all that Web-buzz business in between. Judging from the smile on her face as she played to a packed room filled with friends, family and fans, she wouldn't have had it any other way.
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Once upon a time in Narnia, a little Scots boy lost a battle with corporate lawyers … By SHÂN ROSS

Domain name was kept for boy’s birthday to coincide with release of The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe

Published Date: 24 July 2008

AN 11-YEAR-OLD boy was last night ordered by a court to hand back his birthday present – a Narnia-based website address – after one of the biggest legal firms in the world said it belonged to its multi-millionaire client.

Comrie Saville-Smith, from Edinburgh, an avid fan of the CS Lewis novels, was given the domain name narnia.mobi as a gift by his parents after it became available online.

But yesterday the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) in Switzerland ruled in favour of New York-based law firm Baker & McKenzie, representing Lewis's estate, that the name belonged to its client.

Last night Gillian Saville-Smith, Comrie's mother and a writer, described the decision as a "scandalously one-sided appraisal of the evidence" and added: "We are shocked by the decision. We put up a spirited fight because we wanted to prove that you do not have to hand something over just because someone richer and more powerful tell you to do so."

The family's international legal battle began in April, when they received an unexpected and irate telephone call from the US lawyers demanding they hand over the domain name and threatening legal action.

The Saville-Smiths refused and rejected the offer of a refund for the cost of the site, then another offer asking them to set their own price for the address.

Mrs Saville-Smith and her husband, Richard, a charity adviser and accountant, had paid £70 for the domain name from the internet registration company Fasthosts, keeping it as a surprise for their son's 11th birthday to coincide with release of the film of the second Narnia book last month.

They then received a 128-page legal document before the case went before the WIPO.

Responding to yesterday's judgment, Mrs Saville-Smith continued: "This decision by a one-man panel, supposed to be impartial, allows a multi-million-dollar company to seize a domain name purchased entirely legitimately by ourselves which has not been used in any way improperly or illegally.

"We provided clear statements and evidence to prove we had not profited, nor sought to, from this domain name – yet these statements and evidence have simply been ignored.

"Our lawyer has presided over 80 World Intellectual Property Organisation panels. It is clear from the judgment that the panel had pre-decided to award the decision to the CS Lewis Company.

"There was absolutely no evidence of a 'bad faith' registration put forward by the CS Lewis Company's lawyer's, which was required by the WIPO rules to find against us.

"Justice has not been served, and instead the interests of corporate power and money have wrongly triumphed. 'Narnia' had great meaning before its huge commercialisation in recent years and this judgment effectively says money, not the truth, is all that matters now regarding CS Lewis's magnificent fictional kingdom – despite the values and spirituality that originally lay behind it."

The Saville-Smiths said they could not afford to continue the legal fight.

Stranger than fiction? How the tale unfolded

30 APRIL: Law firm Baker & McKenzie calls and demands that the Saville-Smiths hand over the domain name.

5 MAY: Mr Saville-Smith writes to firm: "You seek an amicable settlement, but in your first contact you threaten my wife with legal action."

8 MAY: Law firm e-mails: "Please advise whether you would be willing to transfer the domain name to CS Lewis Pte Ltd."

8 MAY: Mr Saville-Smith replies: "I am not infringing their trademark, so I see no reason why I should to accede to your request."

Later that day the law firm contacts the family, saying: "What would you consider a reasonable offer?"

9 MAY: Mr Saville-Smith writes back: "We don't want to sell the domain name, as it is a special present for a ten-year-old boy."

28 MAY: The family receives a copy of a 128-page legal complaint filed with the World Intellectual Property Organisation in Switzerland.
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Batman arrested over 'attack on his mother'               By Lindsay McIntosh

Published Date: 23 July 2008

ON MONDAY, Christian Bale was – literally – a superhero. Through hoards of cheering fans, he swaggered up the red carpet to the European premiere of the new Batman movie, The Dark Knight, in which he plays the brooding, crime-fighting protagonist.

Yesterday, however, the crime-fighter became the accused, when he was arrested at Belgravia Police Station in central London on suspicion of assaulting two family members.

His mother and one of his three sisters claimed that he attacked them in his suite in the Dorchester Hotel, Park Lane, on Sunday.

They made their complaint the following day, but police reportedly refrained from approaching Bale immediately to allow him to attend the premiere of The Dark Knight.

The audience at the Odeon West End in Leicester Square that night were transfixed by the big-screen action, oblivious to the real-life family drama playing out at the same time.

While some onlookers claimed that the 34-year-old star remained stony-faced throughout his public appearance, such posturing is not unusual for the method actor, who transformed his physique to play the leads in American Psycho and The Machinist.

However, it has since emerged that his downcast demeanour may have been because his mother Jenny, a former clown and dancer, and his sister Sharon, a computer expert, who live in Dorset, went to a Hampshire police station to accuse of him of assault.

The file was passed on to the Metropolitan Police.

A spokesman for Scotland Yard said early yesterday afternoon: "We can confirm we received an allegation from another force. A 34-year-old man attended a central London police station this morning by appointment in connection with an alleged assault.

"He was arrested and taken into custody."

Bale was freed after being held for about four hours.

Scotland Yard said the actor was released on bail to a date in September pending further inquiries.

The Dark Knight has already met with critical and commercial success – but there has been tragedy as well.

In January the actor Heath Ledger, 28, who played the Joker, died from an accidental drugs overdose. Also, a special-effects technician was killed last September in an accident involving a stunt car.

However, the movie has already beaten American box office records, raking in $158.4 million (£79.3 million) in its opening weekend in the United States. Meanwhile, Ledger has been tipped for a posthumous Oscar for his performance as Batman's nemesis.

PROFILE

CHRISTIAN Bale was born on 30 January, 1974, in Haverfordwest, Pembrokeshire.

The youngest of four children, his English parents are the late entrepreneur, commercial pilot and talent manager David Bale and circus clown and performer Jenny James.

The family travelled extensively with his mother's work and in 1976, when Bale was two, his family settled for four years in Bournemouth, where he attended Bournemouth School and played rugby union.

He has described his childhood as "interesting" – featuring a first kiss with a Polish acrobat named Barta.

The thespian gene ran deep in his family – he is a distant relative of actress Lillie Langtry – and his first foray before the cameras was in 1982, with an advert for fabric softener Lenor.

He appeared in a Pac-Man cereal advert playing a child rock star a year later and in 1984 made his stage debut in The Nerd, opposite Rowan Atkinson.

Film roles have included Empire of the Sun, American Psycho and The Machinist.

He is married to Sandra "Sibi" Blazic, a former model, make-up artist and personal assistant to actress Winona Ryder. The couple, who live in Los Angeles, have a three-year-old daughter, Emmeline.
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New children in art probe                  by Josephine Tovey
July 23, 2008 - 10:22AM

The NSW Government will review restrictions governing the representation of children in art, in the wake of several child nude model controversies.

NSW Community Services Minister Kevin Greene said he will raise the issue at the Community Services and Disabilities Ministerial Council meeting in Canberra today.

"Recent events in NSW have highlighted how concerned the community is about how children are represented in artworks and publications," Mr Greene said in a statement.

"This is clearly a complex issue. No one wants the government to be the arbiter of artistic merit, but where there is a concern that an image of a child has been obtained inappropriately, or is displayed or publicised inappropriately, then some parts of the community want to see measures put in place that protect children."

The announcement comes a week after the Classification Board approved another photograph of a naked child.

The board ruled last Wednesday that the July edition of Art Monthly, which featured a naked image of six-year-old Olympia Nelson on the cover, taken by her mother Pollixeni Papapetrou in 2003, deserved an Unrestricted: M rating, which means it is suitable for publication, though discretion is advised for people under the age of 15.

The NSW Attorney General John Hatzistergos said on Friday he would ask the relevent ministers to review the National Classification Scheme.

"I will be proposing that the censorship ministers agree to review the operation of the national classification scheme with a view to improving the protection of children," Mr Hatzistergos said.

The Australia Council is also proceeding with plans to develop a protocol for the representation of children in projects they fund, following a request from Prime Minster Kevin Rudd.

"We need to make sure the protocols are thoroughly put together, balancing community concerns and artistic freedoms," an Australia Council spokesman said.

But the father of the girl involved in the latest art scandal, Melbourne art critic Robert Nelson, says the classification system is irrelevant to this debate anyway, given that most objections to images of naked children are that it would appeal to paedophiles, not damage young viewers.

"Their argument is not about protecting children from seeing the image, it's about protecting children from being seen by adults," he told the Herald.

The furore over the magazine came only a month after police seized works of naked adolescents by renowned photographer Bill Henson, sparking a national debate about art censorship and child pornography. Those images were eventually classified PG and returned to the Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery.
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The little messiah - Lionel Messi

Lionel Messi overcame a hormone deficiency and crippling poverty to grow into a sporting giant. As the player widely dubbed the world's best footballer arrives in town with FC Barcelona, Alan Pattullo salutes his triumph over adversity

LIONEL MESSI is a sports star for these trying times. There can be no better example of someone who has succeeded against the odds to excel in his chosen field, who has overcome physical as well as economical odds to star for one of the world's greatest football clubs. Tonight Messi and his team, Barcelona, will be on display in Scotland, playing Hibernian in the first of the Catalan side's two-game tour of Scotland. Murrayfield, normally home to hulking rugby stars, will be treated to the wiles of a player who required growth-hormone treatment when he was just 13.

He is still known in his Argentina homeland as La Pulga – the flea. His hair is long; his frame is not. Messi's determination to become a footballer enabled him to kick his physical limitations into touch.

His still-diminutive build gives hope to every child who has been told they are too small to ever distinguish themselves at sport. Messi is the archetypal 'wee man' who got his own back on playground bullies by terrorising his peers on the football field, the ball magically sticking to his little feet.

Messi currently vies with one other player – Kaka, AC Milan's much-coveted Brazilian forward – for the title of best player in the world. Unlike Kaka, who comes from a wealthy background, Messi was a poor South American kid, who levered himself out of poverty with a natural gift for footballing talent. Hailing from the industrial city of Rosario in Argentina, he had more to overcome than most.

His feet were his tools of expression but they were attached to a body that refused to grow. Aged 11, he was diagnosed with a growth-hormone deficiency and, with his father and his club, Newell's Old Boys, unable to pay for the necessary medication, it looked as though Messi's career was over before it had started. Barcelona, who had learned of his promise through a South American scout, stepped in and provided money to pay for the treatment, which cost £500 a month.

While his head won't scrape the roof of the tunnel as he walks out on to the pitch tonight, Messi – at 5ft 7in – is now, at 22, far taller than many who knew him as a child thought he might be. At 13 he had the body of a 10-year-old, but the daily hormone injections paid for by Barcelona meant he grew to a size where professional football was an option. Messi has sometimes been betrayed by his emotions in his attempt to break free from his boyish frame – playing against Celtic last season in the Champions League, he left the field in tears after being injured.

Barcelona invested time as well as money in Messi. He has been with the Catalan club since he was 13 and they heeded their own strict regulations on signing youngsters when it came to Messi. It is preferable that young talent comes from the Catalan area, but if a rare talent has been spotted elsewhere, then the club will pay for that youngster's family to accompany him. Great emphasis is placed on education in the classroom as well as on the pitch.

Messi's talents with a ball cannot be taught, however. Legend has it that Messi needed only five minutes of a trial match to convince Carles Rexach, the club's then youth co-ordinator and former player, to sign him.

It took just four years for Messi to break into the Barcelona first team. By the age of 21 he had already scored a hat-trick in the El Classico derby – against rivals Real Madrid. He has also scored a goal that some have compared with that of Diego Maradona's classic solo-effort for Argentina against England in the World Cup in 1986.

"He is so important to Barca," said Marc Guillen of the club's official television station, at the team's base in St Andrews yesterday. "He is loved by the fans because he is so humble. He just expresses himself on the pitch."

Guillen likens Messi's character to that of Henrik Larsson, the former Celtic forward who moved to the Nou Camp and impressed fans with not only his talents, but also his work ethic and modesty. Guillen only wishes for one thing – that Messi might one day say a few words in Catalan. "There was no real fear over whether Ronaldinho left Barcelona or stayed," he said. "Messi is bigger. But he is so shy and he doesn't like speaking to a camera. He can speak Catalan, but I think he does not want to show off."

This is something the little maestro cannot help doing on a football pitch.
43
THE SCOTSMAN
Nostalgia - A tradition of invention                     By Sarah Howden

Published Date: 05 July 2008

THE operating theatre was a stage enclosed by tiered rows of seats for students and spectators wanting to watch the surgeons perform. The nurses wore full-length Victorian gowns while the surgeons wore their own clothes protected by an apron.

Working bare-handed with unsterile instruments and supplies, and using packed gauze made of sweepings from the floors of cotton mills were the norms for the Leith Hospital operating theatre back in 1886.

At the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, wards looked more akin to grand open-plan hotel lobbies – as our picture in 1891 shows. No surprise then that such luxuries were only available to the few who could afford to pay for it.

The NHS – celebrating its 60th birthday today – born of the idea that good health care should be available to all, regardless of wealth, put an end to that. With it came huge advances in care, treatment, technology and, of course, life expectancy.

With a long and proud heritage of medical treatment, the Capital has witnessed three centuries of evolving hospitals and medical treatments.

The former Royal Infirmary on Lauriston Place is now luxury flats, and the new state-of-the-art ERI has taken up residence at Little France, providing all forms of care under one roof. Previously the Capital's hospitals were dotted across the city.

Longmore hospital was opened in 1875 and became the Royal Edinburgh Hospital for Incurables in 1903, catering for people deemed incurable and in need of constant medical supervision. In 1948, the hospital became part of Edinburgh Southern Hospitals Board of Management. It closed in the 1990s.

In 1959 medical experts at the Astley Ainslie Hospital in Morningside, long synonymous with brave new methods of rehabilitation, had a miniature coal mine built on the hospital premises – at the time one in four miners was suffering from industrial injuries.

The aim: to instil confidence and improve physical stamina so the miners could return to work.

Sun lamp treatment was also given to children at the Sick Kid's Hospital for skin disorders during the 1950s.

It was once thought that fresh air was the best thing for patients with conditions such as TB and bone disease. When the Princess Margaret Rose Hospital at Fairmilehead opened in 1932, several wards had only three walls, the south-facing side left open.

In 1958, nursing staff at the hospital took patients outside to watch a special performance from members of the Tattoo. In 1960, the nurses were again caught on film taking patients outside to bask in the spring sunshine. In 1966 Lady Hoare, the then mayoress of London opened a unit devoted to a orthopaedic problem of the time, Thalidomide.

Our picture of Christmas 1967 shows a teams of nurses from the Sick Kid's singing carols to passers-by and entertaining the children.

But the biggest change is arguably in the work of the nurses, who today are among the most overworked professionals and sadly have less time to spend with patients.
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Let's get married up on Arthur's love Seat                    By GARETH EDWARDS

Published Date: 09 June 2008

AS wedding venues go, it would be hard to choose a more spectacular backdrop.

Edinburgh couple Tom Hirons and Louisa Morrigan tied the knot at the weekend surrounded by family and friends not in a church or registry office, but on the blustery slopes of Arthur's Seat.
They picked the unusual venue as it was the scene of their first date just over three years ago, and arranged for 150 guests to make their way up the slope for the ceremony. Two strapping friends were on hand to carry the more elderly up and down the hill in a comfy sedan chair.

All the guests had been warned to prepare for bad weather but thankfully the sun shone on the area of Dunsapie Hill set aside for the marriage.
The couple, who now live together in Merchiston, first met as Mr Hirons played the role of the Green Man at the city's annual Samhuin celebrations.

Ms Morrigan, 37, was instantly smitten and decided to track him down. When she did, it not only emerged that they had lived opposite each other in Newington for years, but that writer Mr Hirons, 35, had been equally keen to meet her.
Ms Morrigan said: "We decided months ago that we didn't want to just get married in a registry office, and Arthur's Seat is my favourite place in Edinburgh, so we looked into getting married there. I wasn't sure if it was even possible, but we were told as long as there was a minister prepared to carry out the service, it would be fine.

"I'm just so delighted. I go to the park about three times a week, and because we had our first date there it is even more special, and we just wanted it to be a really happy day for everyone involved."

The wedding would certainly have caught the eye of any passing hillwalkers, with the bride's golden dress modelled on Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love, complete with a golden crown.
After the ceremony, guests headed off to enjoy a reception and ceilidh at the Rudolph Steiner School. The service was conducted by inter-faith minister Natasha Hood, who said Arthur's Seat was among the more unusual places she had performed a marriage.

"Unusual locations are becoming more popular and I've performed wedding ceremonies on a canal boat in Ratho and on the banks of Loch Tay, but Arthur's Seat was a new one for me," she said. "It is very fitting for the couple, though, and it is nice that we are able now to perform a legal ceremony at a place that is truly special to them."

Historic Scotland, which maintain Holyrood Park, said this weekend's wedding was not the first there, and Shauna Readman, wedding sales executive, said it was becoming an increasingly popular idea.
"There is a trend emerging for humanist ceremonies, which is making outdoor locations, such as Holyrood Park, more popular for wedding ceremonies," she said. "It has always been a popular setting for bridal photography and it's great to see more couples choosing to hold religious or humanist ceremonies there."
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Can't get Clans to pipe down                         By Duncan Bick

Published Date: 21 June 2008

As the clans prepare for next year's Gathering in the Capital, we recall two previous meetings.

THE 250th anniversary of Robert Burns' birth is set to be celebrated with one of the largest-ever Gathering of the Clans seen in Scotland.

The event is expected to draw massive crowds to Holyrood Park next year. But, however successful it proves to be, it is highly unlikely to prove as big a hit as a similar Gathering in 1951, held as part of the Festival of Britain. Amazing scenes greeted the participants when a "march of 1000 pipers" made its way through the city on August 18. Half a million people went to Princes Street to watch the march, which caused the police some serious crowd control problems as the pipers' route ended up being blocked.

A further 50,000 people showed up to the Gathering's formal meeting at Murrayfield. They watched a parade of the clans around the stadium, which caused some controversy. Due to the clans being paraded in alphabetical order, the Donald clan ended up alongside their old enemies the Campbells.

The crowds also enjoyed visiting exhibition tents set up by the clans, followed by a three-hour competition of the pipe bands. Fast forward 26 years and a very different kind of sporting competition was born at the 1977 Gathering – the World Haggis Hurling Championships. Rules for the first event, held at Prestonfield House Hotel, were strict: the Evening News reported it was illegal to "squeeze or otherwise interfere with the haggis in such a fashion as to impair its flavour". Bizarrely, the rules also stated that the haggis had to be "real". The Gathering was held as part of Edinburgh's celebrations of the Queen's Silver Jubilee. Another highlight of the 1977 Gathering was a special show at Ingliston. However, only half of the event's tickets were sold.

Next year's Gathering will see a Highland Games held over two days in Holyrood Park followed by a parade up the Royal Mile.
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Good Friends Are Good for You                 By Tom Valeo

They might get on your nerves at times, but good friends have bigger benefits than you may realize.

"You got to have friends to make that day last long," sings Bette Midler. But good friends may help your life last longer, too, according to an Australian study. Conducted by the Centre for Ageing Studies at Flinders University, the study followed nearly 1,500 older people for 10 years. It found that those who had a large network of friends outlived those with the fewest friends by 22 percent.

Why is this so? The authors suspect that good friends discourage unhealthy behaviors such as smoking and heavy drinking. And the companionship provided by friends may ward off depression, boost self-esteem and provide support. Also, as people age, they may become more selective in their choice of friends, so they spend more time with people they like.

Close relationships with children and relatives, in contrast, had almost no effect on longevity. Lynne C. Giles, one of the four researchers who conducted the study, emphasized that family ties are important; they just seem to have little effect on survival.

 The Health Benefits of Good Friends

Lots of research has shown the health benefits of social support.
One such study, reported in the journal Cancer, followed 61 women with advanced ovarian cancer. Those with ample social support had much lower levels of a protein linked to more aggressive types of cancer. Lower levels of the protein, known as interleukin 6, or IL-6, also boosted the effectiveness of chemotherapy. Women with weak social support had levels of IL-6 that were 70 percent higher in general, and two-and-a-half times higher in the area around the tumor.

In 1989, David Spiegel, MD, a professor of psychiatry at Stanford University, published a landmark paper in Lancet. It showed that women with breast cancer who participated in a support group lived twice as long as those who didn't. They also had much less pain.

Sheldon Cohen, PhD, a psychology professor at Carnegie Mellon University, in Pittsburgh, has shown that strong social support helps people cope with stress.

"Friends help you face adverse events," Cohen tells WebMD. "They provide material aid, emotional support, and information that helps you deal with the stressors. There may be broader effects as well. Friends encourage you to take better care of yourself. And people with wider social networks are higher in self-esteem, and they feel they have more control over their lives."

Other studies have shown that people with fewer friends tend to die sooner after having a heart attack than people with a strong social network. Having lots of friends may even reduce your chances of catching a cold. That's true even though you're probably exposed to more viruses if you spend a lot of time with others.

"People with social support have fewer cardiovascular problems and immune problems, and lower levels of cortisol—a stress hormone," says Tasha R. Howe, PhD, associate professor of psychology at Humboldt State University. "Why? The evolutionary argument maintains that humans are social animals, and we have evolved to be in groups. We have always needed others for our survival. It's in our genes. Therefore, people with social connections feel more relaxed and at peace, which is related to better health.
Friends Can Be Stressful

Friends can be a source of stress, though. In fact, friends can cause more stress than others precisely because we care so much about them.

Julianne Holt-Lunstad, PhD, an assistant professor of psychology at Brigham Young University, has found that dealing with people who arouse conflicted feelings in us can raise blood pressure more than dealing with people we don't like.

"My colleagues and I were interested in relationships that contain a mix of positivity and negativity," she says. "For example, you might love your mother very much, but still find her overbearing or critical at times."

By attaching people to portable blood pressure monitors, Holt-Lunstad and her colleagues found that blood pressure was highest when people were interacting with someone they felt ambivalent about.

What she found really surprising was that these interactions caused higher blood pressure than those with people the research subjects felt completely negative about. "We suspect that people we feel positive toward can hurt us that much more when they make a snide comment or don't come through for us because they are important to us. Friends may help us cope with stress, but they also may create stress."

So would we be better off having no friends at all?

Hardly. "One thing research shows is that as one's social network gets smaller, one's risk for mortality increases," Holt-Lunstad says. "And it's a strong correlation—almost as strong as the correlation between smoking and mortality."

 The Impact of Loneliness

What about loners? Are they at greater risk of dying because they prefer to be alone?

Only if they feel lonely. One study found that drug use among young people was higher among those who said they were lonely. Older lonely people tended to have higher blood pressure and poorer sleep quality. They also were more tense and anxious.

Another study found that college freshmen who had small social networks and claimed to be lonely had weaker immune responses to flu vaccinations. They also had higher levels of stress hormones in their blood.

Unfortunately, Americans have fewer friends than they used to, according to a recent study, "Social Isolation in America," published in the American Sociological Review. The authors found that from 1985 to 2004, the number of Americans who feel they have someone with whom they can discuss important matters dropped by nearly one-third. The number of people who said they had no one they could discuss such matters with tripled to nearly 25 percent. The authors suspect that long work hours and the popularity of the Internet may contribute to the decline in close relationships.

The study also found that the percentage of people who talk about important matters only to family members increased from 57 percent to 80 percent. Those who depend solely on their spouse for these talks increased from 5 percent to 9 percent.

How Women's Friendships Are Different From Men's

In general, women are better at maintaining friendships than men. Women "tend and befriend," says Shelley E. Taylor, PhD, a psychology professor at UCLA. They respond to stress by protecting and nurturing others ("tending") and by seeking support from others ("befriending"). This pattern regulates the seeking, giving and receipt of social support, Taylor says. It produces health benefits by reducing psychological and biological stress.

And Margaret Gibbs, PhD, a professor of psychology at Fairleigh Dickinson University, found that men and women relate to others differently throughout life.

"We found that women seemed more geared to empathy, while male friendships are more geared to companionship and altruism," she tells WebMD. "Male friendships are more about helping each other—mending the lawn mower, that sort of thing. Women's friendships tend to have a more emotional content—listening to friends' stories and coming up with helpful solutions."

SOURCES: Giles, L. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 2005; vol 59: pp 574-579. Constanzo, E. Cancer, July 15, 2005; vol 104. Spiegel, D. Lancet 1989; pp 888-891. Sheldon Cohen, PhD, Department of Psychology, Carnegie Mellon University. Tasha R. Howe, PhD, associate professor of psychology, Humboldt State University. Julianne Holt-Lunstad, PhD, Department of Psychology, Brigham Young University. Cacioppo,J. Psychosomatic Medicine, May/June 2002; vol 64: pp 407-17. Pressman, S. Health Psychology, 2005; vol 24(3): pp 297-306. McPherson M. Smith-Lovin, L. American Sociological Review, June 2006; vol 71: pp 353-375. Shelley E. Taylor, PhD, professor of psychology, UCLA. Margaret Gibbs, PhD, professor of psychology, Fairleigh Dickinson University, Teaneck, N.J.
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First Loves                   By Rabbi Shmuley Boteach

When you fall in love for the first time, your heart races, your pulse quickens and you feel more alive than ever before. The danger of first loves, however, is that many people get stuck harnessing those feelings, believing that all future relationships could never be as special. Rabbi Shmuley discusses the importance of moving past those feelings and focusing on your current relationships.

Holding on to feelings from your first love is a big mistake, Rabbi Shmuley says, because when you compare all subsequent relationships to your first love, you're bound to feel disappointed in future relationships. "It's better to remain focused on the relationship you're in and do your best to make it work," he says.

Today's Shmuleyism

"The beauty of first love is that for the first time you discover just how alive you can feel and how colorful life can be. But you can recapture that first love experience by becoming a 'mental virgin,' wiping away the ghosts of lovers past and immersing yourself in your current relationship completely and fully."
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How to Break Up Gracefully                           By Denise Mann

Breaking up

There may be 50 ways to leave your lover, but some are better than others. Learn the dos and don'ts of ending a romantic relationship.

It's not you, it's me…or is it?

Just about all of us have heard—or even said—this line as a way of ending a romantic relationship. The problem is that it often leaves the dumpee thinking the exact opposite.

But is there really a way to make a clean and honest break? Is it ever okay to lie when ending a romantic relationship? Can you IM him or her that it's over, or do you have to do it in person? Is it really possible to be friends with your ex after a breakup?

WebMD went to the experts to get the best breakup advice ever. Read this before you even think of uttering another clichéd breakup line or texting the bad news to your soon-to-be ex.

All Relationships Are Not Created Equal

"The nature of how to handle a breakup has to do with how you experience a relationship," says New York City-based psychoanalyst and psychotherapist Janice Lieberman, PhD, who specializes in relationship issues.

For starters, she says, not every relationship deserves a dramatic breakup. There are no hard and fast rules about what constitutes a relationship. "There are people who think they have a relationship with two dates and people who don't think they are in a relationship after 20 dates," she says. "If you have gone on one or two or three dates, not calling is breaking up, but after some kind of romantic and sexual encounters, it is a courtesy to call," Lieberman tells WebMD. "Sometimes it's easier not to call, and there are people who will just run away."

The explosion of Internet dating has also muddied the waters in terms of when an actual breakup is necessary, she says.

"People have Internet relations for a long time and then elevate to phone calls. Sometimes it takes a long time for a face-to-face encounter. This can be problematic because people get very involved with each other, and then when they finally meet, there are so many other cues that indicate they're not suited for one another," she says.

The warning signs that a breakup is imminent have also changed thanks to Internet dating, Lieberman says.

"People will go out with someone they met on Jdate.com or Match.com, and then you can see if they are surfing the Net and looking for someone else," she says. This is far less subtle than, say, acting cold on a date or not calling when you said you would.

Don't Break Up Over E-mail

The tabloids widely reported that pop star Britney Spears broke up with her now-ex-husband Kevin Federline via a text message. But text messages, e-mails or other high-tech message delivery systems are not the best medium for ending a romantic relationship.

Social networking sites, including MySpace and Facebook, allow users to post comments on one another's pages, but they should never be used to end a romantic relationship. Nor should websites like Breakup Butler, which delivers several types of prerecorded breakup messages ranging from let-them-down-easy to downright mean.

"If it's a casual encounter, a text message is okay. But to my mind, it's better to call and speak or go out to dinner," Lieberman says.

"The news of a breakup should never be broken over text or e-mail," says Alison Arnold, PhD, a therapist in Phoenix who is also known as "Doc Ali," the life coach on the VH1 series Scott Baio Is 45…and Single. "Texting a breakup is the coward's way out," she says.

Stick to the Relationship Facts

"Face-to-face or phone contact is a must," Arnold says. "It's important to give the person with whom you are ending the relationship the chance to ask questions and feel the sentiment underneath the words."

Be as direct and honest as you can, she advises. "Don't engage in tit-for-tat arguments. Stick to the facts: 'It's not working, it's no one's fault, we need to make a change.'"

Can You Be Friends with Your Ex?

Whether two people can remain friends after a breakup depends on the two people and their feelings about the end of the relationship.

"If someone is very much in love—and [then] broken up with—and forever trying to get back with that person, then having a platonic relationship does not work," Lieberman says. "If you are still in love with the person and want them back, the best thing to do is go cold turkey."

While many a jilted lover claims to seek closure by going back just one more time after a breakup, such closure is a "fantasy or a hope," Lieberman says.

"If in your heart of hearts you really want to get back together, the best thing to do if the other person is not into it is to get out of it," she says.

Arnold agrees. "Do take at least eight weeks with no contact. No phone. No 'let's get together for coffee.' No nothing," she says. "You need time to detox and get in touch with yourself again."

Talking every day as "friends" is also a no-no. "That just keeps the wounds and hope open and working," Arnold says. "Don't keep calling to 'check in,' hear how his or her day was or if the dog ate his dinner. Cut the cord in all ways."

Another no-no? Breakup sex, she says.

Prescription for Healing After the Relationship Ends

"Do learn from each relationship," Arnold says. "Write down five things you appreciated about this relationship that you would like to have in the next one and five things you would not like to create next time."

Instead of stalking your ex or making up excuses to call or see him or her, "keep yourself busy with new activities, old friends and healthy distractions," Arnold says.

"Don't get right into a new relationship, she advises. "Don't medicate your sadness with a new person. It isn't fair to either of you."
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Charlize Theron Returns Home

Oscar®-winning actress Charlize Theron is on a mission to live life to the fullest. In an interview with Vogue magazine, the reporter described her as an "unrepented pleasure-seeker". "I think my motto is always, 'We don't know what happens after this,'" she says. "This is the shot we get. So I don't want to lie in my deathbed someday and say, 'I should have done that.'"

The actress and producer is now finding happiness through her passion for helping others. She has teamed up with Oprah's Angel Network to make a difference for people in her home country of South Africa.

For thousands of teenagers in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, HIV education and treatment is unavailable or too expensive. The community is severely affected by HIV, with adolescents having a one in two chance of being infected with HIV during their lifetime if nothing changes.

With the help of Charlize and Oprah's Angel Network, a program called Mpilonhle—meaning, "a good life"—has been created to bring free HIV education and treatment directly to schools. The program provides a mobile health unit that travels between four remote high schools. Each month, the mobile clinic brings lifesaving tests and treatments to thousands of students.

"Medical staff told me many students here have lost one or both parents to AIDS," Charlize says. "The mobile clinic is one of the few places offering help, guidance and a safe place to talk."
Cameras follow Charlize as she returns to South Africa to meet with Dr. Michael Bennish and see firsthand how the mobile health units have been helping the students. Sex, teen pregnancy and HIV are taboo topics in South Africa, but counselors create an atmosphere in the units that allows open discussion. They also provide free condoms and HIV testing as key parts of their program.

"I don't think people understand that it's really taboo," Charlize says. "You don't talk about sex, you don't talk about rape, you don't talk about HIV." During their classes, the students are reminded that condoms cannot be saved once they are used, knowledge they will pass on to their community.

"Little boys thought you could wash a condom and reuse it," Charlize says.

Along with necessary medical care, the program brings a mobile computer lab to the schools, which offers many teenagers an opportunity to learn in a way they never could before.

Charlize also hands out gift bags filled with goodies like books, pens and food to assist the students with their studies.

"It's hard because a part of me feels incredibly blessed in my life," she says. "Then you come here, and you see how people are struggling. And then you see this beautiful thing, which is the spirit of these people and how resilient they are. That's the miracle."

Before she leaves, Charlize sits down for a candid conversation with the students to talk about her experience growing up on a farm in South Africa. She also shares the story of her own father's death. "He was a good man, but he wasn't the best father," she says. "Through his mistakes, I realize what I did not want to be."

"I don't want you to think because of where you come from and because you're from a rural community and a small town that you can't have what other kids have," she says. "I don't want you to ever think that. I am telling you that because that's what happened to me."

One student tells Charlize her story has inspired her. "Most of us are afraid to dream just because we are afraid our dreams won't come true," she says. "Listening to you speaking, you have inspired me so much. You have awakened my dream of becoming a business woman. And I know that someday I'm going to achieve this because you grew up on a farm—and now you go and pursued your career, and that is wonderful."

To help raise funds for the children of Africa, Charlize auctioned of one of her gowns on eBay. The winning bid was $1,825, and proceeds went to the Entertainment Industry Foundation benefiting the Charlize Theron Africa Outreach Project.

The one-of-a-kind, ivory couture dress was designed by Narciso Rodriguez exclusively for Charlize. "This is a very special dress," she says. "This is the first time I ever went to the Cannes Film Festival."
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Iraq banned from Beijing Olympics

Athletes from Iraq have been banned from taking part at this summer's Beijing Games, the International Olympic Committee has announced.
The team was already the subject of an interim ban after the Iraqi government replaced the country's Olympic committee with its own appointees.

Under the IOC charter, all committees must be free of political influence.

Iraq had been planning to send a team of at least seven athletes to the Olympics which start on 8 August.

Two rowers, a weightlifter, a sprinter, a discus thrower, a judoka and an archer were in the frame for the trip to Beijing.

"The deadline for taking up places for Beijing for all sports except athletics has now passed," said IOC spokeswoman Giselle Davies.

"The IOC very sadly has now to acknowledge that it is likely there will be no Iraqi presence at the Beijing Olympic Games, despite our best efforts."
She added: "Clearly, we'd very much like to have seen Iraq's athletes in Beijing.

"We are very disappointed that the athletes have been so ill-served by their own government's actions."

BBC Radio 5 Live's Gordon Farquhar
Hussein al-Amidi, the general secretary of the Iraqi Olympic Committee, said: "This morning we were informed of the final decision of the International Olympic Committee to suspend the membership of the Iraqi Olympic Committee.
"It's a final decision, there is no way to appeal. This means that Iraq will not take part in the coming Olympic games.

"It is a blow to Iraq and its international reputation, its athletes and its youth.

"I swear those athletes who have been training - they phoned me today and they were crying and were very upset."

The Iraq government dissolved the National Olympic Committee in May and the interim IOC ban was put in place on 4 June.

Davies added that the Iraqi government had been asked to travel to Switzerland to meet the IOC to discuss possible remedies but failed to do so.

The committee which the government dismissed was elected in 2004, in line with the Olympic movement's regulations.

The Iraqi government said it took the decision to appoint a new committee because the previous one was corrupt and had not been functioning properly.

Ahmad al-Samarra'i, chairman of the committee dismissed by the government, and several other members had previously been abducted by gunmen while attending a meeting in central Baghdad in July 2006.

They have not been seen since.
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