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The Scotsman Tue 16 Oct 2007                                                                 by ALAN PATTULLO

Klaus Toppmoller's Georgia side are likely to provide a stern test to Scotland in Tbilisi tomorrow as they aim to give themselves an improved platform for their World Cup qualifying bid.

THEIR ambitions might be meagre when compared to Scotland's lofty hopes of qualification but Georgia are engaged in their own desperate search for points as they prepare to welcome Alex McLeish's side to the Boris Paichadze stadium tomorrow evening.

Klaus Toppmoller's sights have lowered since he led Bayer Leverkusen to the Champions League final at Hampden Park in 2002, and now success for him and his Georgia side will be finishing above Lithuania at the end of this Euro 2008 qualifying campaign.

Xmas Advert for Scotsman Hotels

It is not an entirely fanciful notion, with Georgia rounding off their campaign with two fixtures they will regard as winnable. The narrow defeat by Scotland in March still rankles, while Georgia finish up with a potentially critical match against Lithuania as they bid to clinch what would be regarded as a very acceptable fifth place finish in Group B. This achievement would seem especially satisfactory given that Georgia's record goalscorer, the former Rangers player Shota Arveladze, retired from the international team half way through the present campaign. Indeed, the last of his 27 goals for his country came against Scotland in March, when Georgia looked capable of claiming a point - perhaps even three - against Scotland in Alex McLeish's first match in charge. Finding the net is something they have struggled to do in the time since, but Georgia have remained an awkward side to defeat as they seek to clinch the fifth place which would mark a very positive step given their pot six status. Toppmoller's side may occupy this position as soon as Wednesday night.

Giving this unglamorous battle with Lithuania such a billing may be gilding the lily a bit, but, as Scotland appreciate, the issue of seeding matters with regard to future qualifying campaigns. Although Scotland have managed to outdo all expectations given their own fourth pot status in Group B, it wouldn't do to have this mountain to climb in every campaign. The system also ensures that games between those occupying the bottom places in a group can often prove significant, something Scotland will learn on Wednesday when Georgia press for the win they - like the Scots - require.

The desire present within the camp cannot be underestimated, and although former Dundee and Rangers player Zurab Khizanishvili hopes Scotland qualify he emphasised that Georgia have their own reasons to produce a dynamic performance tomorrow evening.

"Any player coming into the national squad wants to show the manager and the people, 'hey I am good enough'," said the Blackburn Rovers defender."

And Kakha Kaladze, too, has warned Scotland not to expect it easy in Tbilisi, although the AC Milan defender will be on the sidelines with a thigh injury. He pointed out the benefit of playing at home, where Scotland will experience a Georgian version of the Hampden roar. "When [Scotland] play at home their fans are frightening, but we also have a stadium and supporters who will put you under pressure," he said. "If they think they have already won, they would do well to be very careful. We Georgians are proud people. The Scots will find that out when they come and play us in Tbilisi. The stadium will be full and it won't be easy to play in front of 60,000 fans. We will be up for this game because we will be representing our country and in this country, no one gives in easily. We have no particular reason to seek vengeance on the Scots, but we will battle."

Georgia will take into the match another fortifying property. This comes in the form of bristling indignation at the way Scotland beat them last time around, courtesy of Craig Beattie's 89th minute winner. That was back in March, when Scotland came close to blowing their entire qualification bid by dropping two points at home to Georgia, with the away side perhaps justified to claim they were robbed by a late winner which sclaffed off Beattie's shin.

Although Georgia have only beaten the Faroe Isles since then their results highlight how tough it will be for Scotland tomorrow night. As well as narrow away defeats against France and Italy - 1-0 and 2-0 respectively - this run also includes a battling 1-1 draw with Ukraine in Tbilisi last month. Substitute David Siradze rose to head home an equaliser in the 89th minute.

The side are clearly resilient, as their performance against Italy on Saturday proved. Indeed, Georgia have only been heavily beaten once throughout this whole campaign, falling 3-0 at home to France in their first home fixture back in September last year. In Genoa at the weekend they looked set to hold Italy until half-time, but in the 44th minute goal keeper Georgi Lomaia - a weak performer for his side during this campaign - was beaten by a 30-yard free-kick from Andrea Pirlo. He didn't look too clever at the second goal either, scored by Fabio Grosso.

But Georgia are still at the development stage, and have the option of calling on a starlet called Levan Kenia, who is only 16. He came on against Italy and looks the kind of prospect to revivify a Georgian football team still adapting to the loss of such talents as Georgi Nemsadze, the now retired former Dundee player and the nation's record cap-holder, and Arveladze. For Scotland, the hope is that the re-building continues only after tomorrow, by which time they have dropped by to pick up another three points in front of a silenced home throng.

2

THE BOSTON GLOBE

Wildfire forces evacuations in S. Calif.                                                     By Noaki Schwartz

October 21, 2007

MALIBU, Calif. --A wildfire driven by powerful winds in the Malibu Hills on Sunday threatened a university, destroyed at least one home and forced the evacuation of hundreds more, authorities said.

About 400 firefighters were battling the blaze, attempting to protect Pepperdine University and about 200 homes in the upscale Malibu Crest and Serrah Retreat neighborhoods, said Los Angeles County Fire Department Inspector Sam Padilla.

The blaze had consumed at least 500 acres and forced the closure of the Pacific Coast Highway. Faculty and staff at the 830-acre Pepperdine campus were asked to evacuate, school spokesman Jerry Derloshon said. Students had not yet been evacuated, but were being gathered at the campus' basketball arena.

Television footage showed winds whipping dust and debris around the area. Thick smoke obscured the sun, and erratic wind gusts of 60 to 65 mph bent palm trees nearly in half.

Wildfires were widely expected in Southern California over the weekend as hot weather and heavy Santa Ana winds marked the height of traditional wildfire season after one of the driest rain years on record.

Another wildfire that broke out late Saturday had consumed about 500 acres in northeast Los Angeles County. The blaze burned a shed but no homes were immediately threatened and the fire was burning toward the southwest away from the freeway, authorities said.

Fire officials were focused on protecting Piru, a Ventura County town of 1,200 people about 5 miles to the west and across a small lake from the blaze. A condor preserve was also potentially threatened.

A third blaze burned in an unpopulated canyon area in the Porter Ranch area of the San Fernando Valley.

The blaze had burned less than 25 acres, and threatened no homes or structures, Los Angeles city fire department spokesman Brian Humphrey said.

The fire was burning north of Los Angeles city limits, but city firefighters were attacking the blaze as county crews concentrated on the other two fires.
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A whole Scottish way of life is under threat          by CALLUM ROBERTS

AS A teenager, I lived in Wick, a remote fishing port of 7,000 inhabitants moored at the far north-eastern extremity of Scotland. The land is low and the climate is bleak for much of the year.

My favourite weekend pastime was to hike along the ragged cliffs fronting Wick Bay to a ruined tower, and there contemplate nature and life.

Old Wick Castle was thick-walled and crouched on a narrow rocky promontory, three sides sea and one land. I would sit on the headland, the wind billowing waves through the grass and spreading windrows across the bay, enjoying my solitude.

Aloft, effortless fulmars rode the wind and kittiwakes returning with food wheeled and shrieked before finding their ledge among the thousands of others crammed with birds.

Occasionally, a trawler would chug from the bay, headed for distant grounds, perhaps the Barents Sea or Iceland. There was little to suggest how different the scene had been 100 years earlier when, in terms of catch, Wick was the world's largest fishing port.

Wick's fortunes were founded on herring. Its heyday was between 1860 and 1890, when more than 1,000 boats crammed the harbour by day and painted the bay with their sails come evening as they headed for their night-time fishing grounds.

When the catch was landed, the harbour became a madhouse of frenzied activity, with fishermen, merchants, carpenters and hundreds of female herring gutters sloshing around, ankle-deep in brine and fish scales.

Wick went into decline in the early 20th century as the herring shoals were over-fished. Fishermen switched to cod and haddock, but the centre of power moved south to the ports of Fraserburgh and Aberdeen.

Pictures of Aberdeen dock from the late 19th century are astonishing for the size and number of fish landed: table-sized halibut lie stretched out in rows interspersed with huge cod, skate and ling. But conflict boiled behind these scenes of plenty.

Scots who caught their fish mainly by hook and line fought to keep the new-fangled English steam trawlers out of their waters, forcing a Royal Commission of Inquiry to investigate their complaints.

Ultimately, they lost the argument and the more-efficient - and destructive - trawlers were embraced by the Scots. If they had prevailed and the trawlers were kept out, perhaps the state of Scottish fisheries and marine life would be different today.

Scientists estimate that only a tenth of the level of table-fish in 1900 remains in the seas around Scotland today. Some large species have all but disappeared, such as angel sharks and the once "common" skate. Today, Scottish fishers pursue stock that was used as bait in the 19th century, such as prawns, because the prime fish have become so scarce.

Over-fishing has all but destroyed once highly-productive marine eco-systems, such as the Firth of Clyde, for example. It is an ecosystem in meltdown and has nearly reached the endpoint, due to overfishing.

Once teeming with herring, flatfish, cod and many other valuable species, stocks began to collapse, one by one, throughout the 20th century.

Areas closed to bottom trawling for most of the 20th century were reopened in 1979, precipitating an astonishing collapse of all the remaining fish stocks, except for scallops and prawns.

Fisheries for these species are now faltering too. The Clyde is no longer being fished: it is being raked and sieved to oblivion and the end cannot be far off.

However, the Firth of Clyde may also be the place where the recovery of Scotland's seas is spawned: a community group on Arran is campaigning for a marine reserve to be created in Lamlash Bay.

Negotiations are underway to see this refuge from fishing become reality. In other parts of the world where reserves have been established, marine life has rebounded, increasing five or tenfold within a decade or so.

These refuges could help to revitalise the fishing industry as well as breathing life back into Scottish waters because stock inside reserves can be used to help replenish surrounding fisheries.

Scotland is on course to establish its first marine protected areas, but they remain highly controversial. In my view, Scottish fishermen have nothing to fear from marine reserves, but they have much to fear from a future without them.

• Callum Roberts is Professor of Marine Conservation at York University and author of The Unnatural History of the Sea: The Past and Future of Humanity and Fishing.

IN RESPONSE, Bertie Armstrong, the chief executive of the Scottish Fishermen's Federation, said that Scotland's white-fish fleet was reduced by 65 per cent between 2000 and 2003 and the industry was working to ensure that catches were at a sustainable level.

"All of this is a no-brainer because it's in our own interest. Short-term gain and a spiral downwards or a sustainable industry? The answer is the second of those," he said.

"This is a renewable food source and we have a responsibility to catch it sustainably. If we don't do that, we'll move the problem elsewhere and [consumers will be buying] stuff from the Pacific, where you have no idea who caught it."

Mr Armstrong strongly disputed Professor Roberts' description of the Clyde.

"The Clyde fleet is a fraction of the size it used to be in the past and it is commensurate with the fish that exists," he said.

"It's wrong to describe the Clyde as in 'meltdown'. Stocks of scallop and langoustine are in rude good health."

The Scotsman's manifesto to protect the seas

THE Scotsman has launched a campaign for urgent steps to be taken to protect our precious marine life. We want:

• a network of marine reserves and protected areas to be created to safeguard properly sites such as St Kilda, one of just 30 marine World Heritage Sites, the Sound of Mull, an important area for whales and dolphins, and Loch Sween with its lagoons and tidal rapids;

• a system of marine planning, effectively zoning areas for appropriate use, to safeguard important fishing grounds from offshore wind farms and other developments and allow humans to exploit the seas in the most sustainable way;

• a single marine management organisation for Scottish waters to ensure this system operates as efficiently as possible;

• Scotland should also be given control of conservation to the 200-mile boundary with international waters. At present, the Scottish Government controls out to 12 miles, with the UK government responsible for the waters beyond that.

COD CATCH 'MUST BE CUT'

RESTRICTIONS on North Sea cod fishing appear to have paid off, as scientists yesterday recommended they can be caught again for the first time in six years.

The International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) said there was a "positive message" with surveys indicating a rise in the number of young fish.

For the past six years, ICES has recommended zero quotas for cod, but has been overruled after political negotiations at a European level.

Dr Martin Pastoors, the chairman of ICES fishery management committee, said: "Our scientific surveys show that the number of young fish has increased, although only to half of the long-term average. These young fish could contribute substantially to the recovery of the North Sea cod stock."

However, the committee recommended the quota for 2008 should be set at "less than 50 per cent" of the actual number of cod caught in 2006, with further steps taken to reduce illegal and discarded catches.

"This should give these young fish the opportunity to grow and to reproduce and thereby to contribute to the recovery of this important fish stock," Dr Pastoors said.

ICES added there were also signs of recovery by North Sea Norway pout, a fishery that has been closed because of low numbers, but warned blue whiting, a sprat-like fish used in agricultural feed, was "declining rapidly" with fishing at unsustainable levels.

The Scottish Government said the recommendation would mean less than 30,000 tonnes of cod could be caught next year.

Recently, Scottish fishermen entered into a voluntary agreement to close down areas of the sea for 21 days if too many young cod were found there.

Scottish environment secretary Richard Lochhead said:

"Thanks to all the sacrifices Scottish and other fishermen have made, we are now talking not about getting recovery [of cod] started, but about rebuilding."
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Parents kit out kids in armour                                                               by NICHOLAS JURY 
PARENTS are buying stab-proof blazers and hooded tops to keep their children safe on their way to and from school in the Capital.

One hundred and seventy of the military-style protective tops have been ordered by parents in Edinburgh in recent weeks from a firm based in east London.

They are designed to look like ordinary clothes, with the stab-proof Kevlar sewn into the lining. Kevlar is a synthetic fibre that can be spun into fabric five-times stronger than steel weight for weight. It is used in armoured vests worn by the police - including the Lothian and Borders force - as well as troops in Iraq.

Romford-based firm Bladerunner has sent out more than 70 of the protective tops to parents in the Capital in the past month, with a further 100 waiting to be dispatched. The orders from Edinburgh have been for children aged 12 to 16.

The company - which also produces similar gear for toddlers - launched the range aimed at teenagers in April.

The new tops range from slash-resistant hooded tops, costing £70, to knife-proof jackets costing £350.

Police have stressed that stabbings in the Capital remain relatively rare, despite a rise of 70 per cent in knife seizures in the past three years.

Barry Samms, a partner at Bladerunner, said: "School uniform orders came on the back of the tops we launched in April.

"Since then we have had parents contacting us to see if we could modify their kids' uniforms. It is pricey, but it is something we can do and offer. I imagine many parents are buying the clothes to give them peace of mind about their youngsters' safety."

The growing number of knife seizures in Edinburgh has fuelled fears that carrying knives has become a status symbol for young men in some parts of the city.

Lothian and Borders Police confiscated 465 bladed weapons between April last year and March this year. That compares with 275 in the same period between April 2004 and March 2005 - a rise of 69 per cent.

Earlier this month, a 31-year-old man was left paralysed when he was stabbed following a fight outside Bar Seinne on Leith Walk.

Other recent incidents include men and women clashing outside a post office in Balgreen Road, Gorgie, armed with samuari swords. On May 12, Christopher Bruce, 16, was stabbed to death at a party in Hay Drive, Craigmillar.

A spokesman for Lothian and Borders Police said: "Edinburgh does not have a knife culture like other parts of the country, and the number of incidents involving knives is proportionately low.

"However, we do realise that some parents may have concerns for their children's safety and feel they might have to take those steps. Those people who do carry a knife often use the excuse that they are doing so for their own protection.

"What they don't realise is that by carrying a knife they increase their chances of becoming involved in a serious incident, which could end in serious injury or worse."

He added: "Edinburgh is a relatively safe city to live and work in as shown by the latest crime statistics. Violent crime is down, as are the number of serious assaults and robberies."

Tina Woolnough, chairwoman of support group Parents in Partnership in Edinburgh, said: "There isn't the evidence to support their fears and it does seem to be an extreme reaction by some parents.

"It is a worry that we've not come across on a day-to-day basis. But if there are these perceived problems, they should be addressed at source.

"Parents should talk to the police, community leaders and headteachers if they believe there is a problem with knife-related crime."

I have worries where my daughter is concerned

WHEN a teenager pulled a knife on him after he reprimanded one of his friends for dropping litter, Frank Edwards knew he had to do something.

It was not the first time he'd seen a blade flashed by a youth on his daily walk home from school with his five-year-old daughter.

Fortunately, as on the previous occasions, it seemed to be more a case of posturing than anything more menacing.

But the incident in Ravelston Terrace left him shaken and worried about what might happen if a knife was produced in front of him and his daughter again.

He thought about driving her to and from school, instead of walking, but then he saw an advert for stab-proof clothes for children and adults. He ordered jackets for him and his daughter.

Mr Edwards*, who lives in Comely Bank, said: "These weren't schoolchildren but youths brandishing flick knives standing on street corners. I'm not easily scared but as a parent I have obvious worries, especially where my daughter is concerned. As a father, her safety is paramount.

"I am cautious now in a way that I thought our society would never make me feel.

"While I'm not totally giving in to these people by not walking, I decided to buy the jackets. Even then I am still nervous about it and will not let my daughter - even if she were older - go to school and come home by herself because of knife crime."

A Lothian and Borders Police spokesman said: "The number of incidents involving knives in that particular area of the city is extremely low. Only three incidents in the last six months."

*Name has been changed.
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Cops attacked by fleas in vacant house

October 20, 2007

SOUTH BEND, Ind. --It wasn't a fleeing suspect who attacked four police officers sent to investigate a burglary report at a garbage-filled vacant house -- it was a swarm of fleas.

The bug barrage was so overwhelming that the patrolmen had to be decontaminated.

"They were all over the place -- in our socks and even in our shorts. It was disgusting," said Cpl. Ken Stuart.

A van took the officers back to their station, where they showered with flea and lice shampoo and soap. The wife of one of the officers brought them a change of clothing.

"The guys were very angry. The last thing they wanted to deal with was fleas," Sgt. Chuck Stokes said of the officers' Oct. 14 ordeal. "That killed the whole shift."

Stokes said the tenants of the house had recently been evicted, but were keeping a dog in the backyard and allowing it to run around inside the garbage-filled house. 

© Copyright 2007 The New York Times Company
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Major pirate website shut down                                           by Katie Allen

Friday October 19, 2007

One of the world's most-used pirate film websites has been closed after providing links to illegal versions of major Hollywood hits and TV shows.

The first closure of a major UK-based pirate site was also accompanied by raids and an arrest, the anti-piracy group Federation Against Copyright Theft (Fact) said today.

A 26-year-old man from Cheltenham was arrested on Thursday in connection with offences relating to the facilitation of copyright infringement on the internet, Fact said.

The arrest and the closure of the site - www.tv-links.co.uk - came during an operation by officers from Gloucestershire County Council trading standards in conjunction with investigators from Fact and Gloucestershire Police.

Fact claims that tv-links.co.uk was providing links to illegal film content that had been camcorder recorded from cinemas and then uploaded to the internet. The site also provided links to TV shows that were being illegally distributed.

Visitors to the site could get access to major feature films, sometimes within days of their initial cinema release. Recent links took users to illegal versions of the Disney/Pixar animation sensation Ratatouille as well as to most of this summer's blockbusters.

"Sites such as TV Links contribute to and profit from copyright infringement by identifying, posting, organising, and indexing links to infringing content found on the internet that users can then view on demand by visiting these illegal sites," said a spokesman for Fact.

The group's director general Kieron Sharp said TV Links was the first major target in a campaign to crackdown on web piracy.

"The theft and distribution of films harms the livelihoods of those working in the UK film industry and in ancillary industries, as well as damaging the economy," he said.

Roger Marles, from Trading Standards said sites such as TV Links allowed people to break UK copyright law.

"The 'users' are potentially evading licence fees, subscription fees to digital services or the cost of purchase or admittance to cinemas to view the films," he added.

The British Video Association estimates that at least £459m was lost to the video, film and TV industries due to piracy in 2006.

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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The Eagles: we're lucky to be alive

Last Updated: 12:01am GMT 01/11/2007

After all the rock-and-roll excess and in-fighting, the band with the bestselling LP ever are back with a new album. Singer Don Henley tells Neil McCormick how it happened

'They were the best of times, they were the worst of times," says Don Henley, looking back at the era when the Eagles became the most popular group on Earth.

 "The baby-boom generation was coming of age, and there was a lot going on in the country – civil rights, protests, marching on the streets, sexual liberation – so it was an exciting time to be young.

But there was a dark side. Most people were just along for the ride. We didn't change much of anything. The world went right back into the hands of the people who have always run it. So maybe it was just about the sex and drugs and music."

The Eagles certainly had more than their fair share of those. Their Greatest Hits is the biggest-selling album of all time (29 million units in its original 1975 form plus 11 million when it was repackaged in 1982 to include later hits).

Band leader Glenn Frey once described their '70s career as "got crazy, got drunk, got high, had girls, played music and made money".

advertisement

The craziness included the arrest of drummer, songwriter and vocalist Henley in November 1979 after a naked 16-year-old prostitute suffered a drug overdose during a party at his home in LA. Cocaine, marijuana and quaaludes were seized.

He was subsequently charged for contributing to the delinquency of a minor, fined and put on probation.

The title track of their classic 1976 album, Hotel California, evoked a near-nightmarish decadence, a place from which "you can check out, but you can never leave". The same might be said of the group itself.

They broke up in ego- and drug-fuelled rancour in 1980, with band members threatening to administer beatings to each other onstage during a Democratic Party fundraising concert. Yet here they are, 27-years-later, releasing a double album of new material, The Long Road Out of Eden (out on Polydor on Monday).

"It's beautiful," drawls Henley. "We all live in the big Eagles house. We get up together and have breakfast together and sit around picking and grinning all day." He smiles broadly. He is not being entirely serious.

Asked in 1980 when the band would perform together again, Henley replied: "When hell freezes over." Fourteen years later, they launched the Hell Freezes Over tour.

"I think we all simply wanted to return to the mothership," says Henley, the most commercially and critically successful of the solo Eagles, with hits including Boys of Summer and The End of Innocence.

"I got tired of carrying all the weight on my shoulders. In a band, you share the blame and the glory. There is something about groups that people love. Even a group with friction."

Characterising relationships in the band now, he says: "We are close in the way that brothers are close, which is that you have a deep and abiding bond even though you don't necessarily like each other."

At 60, Henley is a mellow, thoughtful individual with an air of hard-earned wisdom. In tatty checked shirt and worn jeans, he dresses not so much like a multi-millionaire rock superstar as the poor Texan farmer his father was. He seems ruefully ashamed of past excesses.

"I look back with a mixture of emotions – affection and sadness. A lot of time was wasted doing things of little or no value. But you don't see that in the moment, living the life."

He does not blame success for the original disintegration of the band. "Its the nature of rock and roll: doing too much too young. There is a self-destructive period you go through in your late twenties, and a lot of people in our business didn't make it.

We count ourselves fortunate to have survived. We are one of the only bands of our generation where all the members are still living.

"There was a lot of bragaddocio about intake and behaviour. The fact is, we were sort of a binge and purge kind of band. In between the benders, I remember jogging and going to the gym and taking vitamins. When you think about it, we managed to accomplish quite a bit given the shape we were in."

Although their reunion established them as one of the top touring attractions in the world, it has taken 13 years to create a comeback album. "I'm not going to tell you it was easy," says Henley.

"We had our differences right up to the end, but differences in personality can be a help as well as an obstacle: they contribute to a variety in the music."

The good news for Eagles fans is it sounds as if they never went away. Crammed with sharply turned lyrics, immaculate playing, sublime harmonies, The Long Road Out of Eden is the equal of anything the Eagles produced in their heyday. "At the bottom of it all, we are musicians. This is our life's calling."

The first disc is lighter, full of finely tuned country-rock and soul songs, including an absolutely gorgeous Henley ballad of patient ardour, Waiting in the Weeds.

The second disc is where the Eagles stake a claim for continued relevance with an ambitious epic, at times fiercely engaged with the social and political landscape of contemporary America.

Frail Grasp of the Big Picture is a sarcastic demolition of President Bush, while the title track spins from the Iraq war to a commentary on the faltering progress of mankind.

"We think we're civilised because we can put a man on the moon and cure some types of cancer, but we are just as primitive and backward as we ever were," says Henley. "We've been wallowing in the shallows for quite some time now."

Given the Eagles' wide demographic appeal, their strong views seem all the more potent. They are primarily known as a good-time country-rock band, their success built on a kind of state-of-the-recording-art smoothing out of all the wrinkles of roots music.

Even their darkest material (such as Hotel California itself) is easy on the ear, with the result that this is not sniping from the sidelines. The Eagles are a group who have a genuine claim to be the voice of middle America.

'Glenn and I are politically minded. We are extremely concerned about our children's future and how that relates to the United States. It's been very surreal for the past seven years. How this guy could have gotten elected is beyond me.

It destroys my faith in common sense. But here we are; we have another year of Bush to endure. We just wanted to get it off our chests."

There is a glistening homogeneity to the Eagles that rankles with a certain kind of music listener. Their comeback album is racing to number one this week, yet there was a time when the Eagles were almost considered the death of rock and roll - a grotesque, ego - inflated, smoothly oiled machine wholeheartedly rejected by the punk generation.

One reason that they have endured is that the ir songs are so well formed and often deceptively subtle and nuanced.

With four songwriters, they draw in a huge array of influences across the American spectrum, and Henley's poetic lyrics in particular reveal layers of meaning.

advertisement

As a young man, he attended North Texas State University, studying English and American literature and poetry, and it clearly influences his approach.

"We labour over these songs. Sometimes, it's like working a piece of metal, you can heat the metal up and pound it into shape, but other days it's not there, and I will have to read a book or see a news report that will fill in the missing parts.

After 14 years playing past hits, Henley is enthusiastic about the new lease of life this collection represents, proclaiming it "fresh horses for my men".

"We don't worry about the passage of time very much. We are fortunate because we play music that is not faddish; it is composed of time-honoured elements. Our style of dress is not trendy. We've never pranced around on stage; we've always just sort of loitered.

I know we were supposed to live fast and die young, but we're still here, we haven't even reached retirement age yet. I keep hoping my best work is not behind me."
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North-south divide widens in health map of England                                          by John Carvel
Tuesday October 23, 2007

People living in northern England are more likely than their southern neighbours to smoke and drink to excess. Their mental health is poorer and life expectancy is up to three years shorter than in the south.

The regional health divide emerged starkly in a health profile of England, published yesterday by the Department of Health. It showed the NHS has made great strides in reducing the number of people dying from cancer and heart attacks. Infant mortality is at its lowest level and fewer people are smoking. But more people consider themselves in poor health than when Labour came to power in 1997 and the inequalities between north and south are wider than ever.

The differences emerge early in life: the average five-year-old in the West Midlands has one decayed, missing or filled tooth, whereas in the north-east and north-west, the average is two. And the regional divide persists to the grave: men in the south-east and south-west live nearly three years longer than in the north-east and north-west, and women more than two years longer.

The pattern is not uniform. London has the highest rates of drug abuse and diabetes, and the north has less obesity than the Midlands. But these were exceptions to what the department called "a consistent north-south divide, with poor health in the north of England in comparison to the south in almost all areas."

The report showed England had the highest rate of obesity in Europe. There were 288.6 deaths per 100,000 people from smoking-related causes, compared with an EU average of 263.70.

Dawn Primarolo, the public health minister, said: "There is still a lot to do in tackling health inequalities ... While we have made good progress in stopping people smoking, I am determined to move further and faster, with a cross-government drive to tackle obesity, improve diet and activity levels and promote safe and sensible drinking."
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Anti-cyberbullying programme launches                                                     By Mark Sweney

Tuesday October 23, 2007

A nationwide initiative teaching eight- to 11-year-olds about the dangers of cyberbullying on social networking websites launched today.

The digital initiative, launched by the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre, the national body given the task of tackling child sex abuse online, features a cybercafe that aims to teach children about internet safety.

"What we have learned from children and teachers alike is that children as young as eight are becoming increasingly sophisticated in their use of the internet," said Jim Gamble, the chief executive of the CEOP Centre.

"But where the natural, innocent naivety of children collides with the open and often unrestricted nature of the virtual world then their safety is always going to be called into question."

The cybercafe, housed within the website of the wider "ThinkuKnow" programme, introduces children to a range of characters that teach them about different types of internet communication.

The character "Griff" is the overall general helper in cybercafe, "Jason" deals with web browsing, "Sunil" with email, "Ali" with online profiles, "Chloe" with using mobile phones and "Sam" with chat services.

CEOP receives on average 10 reports a month relating specifically to children between the ages of eight and eleven.

Mr Gamble also pointed out that according to Ofcom over 40% of this age group are "regularly" using the internet and 7% of 10-year olds have their own webcams.

The first stage of the programme, launched in September last year, focused on young people between the ages of 11 and 15 years old.

· To contact the MediaGuardian newsdesk email editor@mediaguardian.co.uk or phone 020 7239 9857. For all other inquiries please call the main Guardian switchboard on 020 7278 2332.

· If you are writing a comment for publication, please mark clearly "for publication".

10
THE BBC FOCUS

PRESCRIBING LONELINESS

14:56:30  14/11/2007

Genes hold key to feeling isolated

Whether you feel lonely or not may be down to how your genes express themselves, according to a recent study, led by Dr Steven Cole at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA).
Of the 14 participants in the study, six scored in the top 15 per cent and eight scored in the bottom 15 per cent on the UCLA ‘loneliness scale’. DNA analysis of white blood cells showed that expression in over 200 genes varied between the two groups.

Interestingly, those classified as ‘highly-lonely’, over-expressed many genes linked to the immune system, but under-expressed key genes involved in antibody production and antiviral response.
The team are hoping to use this ‘bio-fingerprint’ to find new ways to reduce the effect of social circumstances on health. 

GREEN CITYSCAPES

Urban rooftops go green
Grey, gravelled rooftops could soon be a thing of the past. Designers are looking at ways to convert these wastelands into gardens, which not only provide green spaces for city-dwellers, but also help the environment.

Studies have shown that green rooftops may cut heat loss from a building by 50 per cent, reduce air-conditioning costs by 25 per cent and decrease the urban-heat-island effect (the tendency for cities to retain heat) by 2oC. And these green spaces could encourage wildlife back to the city.
Various cities across the US, such as Chicago, have already developed these green cityscapes. Other cities going green include Washington and New York.

SUN SLOWS AGEING

Sunshine vitamin linked to young cells
Research shows that vitamin D, made when sunlight hits the skin, may help to slow the ageing process.

The team, led by Dr Brent Richards of King’s College London, measured vitamin D levels in 2160 women aged between 18 and 79. The scientists found that women with higher levels of vitamin D had longer telomeres (sections of DNA that shorten each time a cell reproduces). As normally telomeres shorten with age, the longer telomeres were a sign of biological youth.
Although the researchers found a link, they haven’t yet shown that vitamin D is the actual cause of the slowing of the telomere shortening, and it’s also not known whether telomere shortening is a consequence of or the cause of ageing. But Dr Richards says that the findings could help to explain how vitamin D has a protective effect on many ageing-related diseases, such as heart disease and cancer.

Most of the vitamin D in the body is made by the action of sunlight on the skin, but dietary sources, including fish, eggs, fortified milk and breakfast cereals, also contribute.

BREAST IS BEST

Breastfeeding boosts IQ

Studies have found that breast-fed babies are brighter, but only if the infant has at least one copy of a particular form of a gene.

The gene in question is FADS2. It is involved in the digestion of fatty acids found in breast milk, which are thought to play a role in the development of the brain.

Researchers at King’s College London and Dunedin School of Medicine, New Zealand, studied two groups of babies in the UK and New Zealand. Breast-fed babies with at least one copy of the ‘C’ form of the FADS2 gene had higher IQs than the others.

The researchers ruled out alternative explanations for the boosted IQ, such as the intelligence or social class of the mother or the nutritional content of her milk.

11

THE GUARDIAN

First person' You must come with us'                                                                 by Syed Ali

Syed Ali was in Dubai interviewing expatriate workers for a book. The day before he was due to leave, six strangers arrived at his flat and took him to the police compound. A 13-hour interrogation lay ahead ...

What happens in Dubai when six strangers come to the door with a search warrant? I hadn't expected to find out first-hand. I'd gone to the emirate to carry out what would count in most countries as routine academic research.

When the knock on the door came on the last day of Ramadan a year ago, I'd been in Dubai for four months. My project: to do interviews for a book on white-collar expatriate workers. Lots has been written about the exploitation of construction workers in the Gulf region, but I didn't imagine professionals living the good life would be a touchy topic - especially with Dubai so busy promoting itself as a hub of internationalism, a modern state with modern lifestyles. Come here and buy into the property-and-shopping bonanza, say the big advertising campaigns.

Over the weeks, I met and interviewed dozens of Dubai-born and raised foreign professional workers about their experiences growing up and working there. (About 90% of Dubai's population, and about 98% of its private-sector workforce, is made up of people categorised as expats.) I recorded our interviews in their homes, their workplaces, in cafes and restaurants and shopping malls. I was struck by the fact that being born in Dubai conferred no rights of permanent residence, let alone citizenship, meaning that people who had spent most or all of their lives in the emirate have the same legal status as a worker who has just arrived. I made no secret of what I was doing. I kept an ongoing blog and told everyone I spoke with that I was a Fulbright scholar (the US state department's best-known scholarship programme) doing book research.

Then, just the day before I was scheduled to leave Dubai, five men arrived unannounced with a court order. With them was one woman, the only person in police uniform; the men were wearing ordinary white robes. It was about noon, on October 22. That they showed up at my friend's place, where I'd been staying for only three days, and timed their arrival right before I was to fly onward to India for a family holiday, meant - as a duty officer at the US consulate said when my wife rang to ask for help - that they'd been keeping tabs on me.

For about an hour, they searched the flat, and then made to go: "You must come with us." My wife, who had arrived from New York just 12 hours earlier, said she and our 14-month-old son would come too. "No. We will bring him back soon."

"Can I leave my mobile phone with my wife?" I asked. "It is not allowed." "Can I write down some phone numbers, as she doesn't know anyone here?" "Yes." I wrote two numbers, then one of the men huffed, "No more numbers!"

I was put into a Toyota Landcruiser, its windows tinted so dark the driver could barely see out, and driven to the immense police headquarters compound, an oasis of bougainvillea and other hanging vines and plants on the north-east side of Dubai Creek. There, we wound up a ramp until we arrived at a one-storey building evidently assigned to the secret police, my escorts. For the next 13 hours or so my interrogators were two Dubai nationals - only nationals work in the State Security Division. One, who looked to be in his late 20s, was thin with jaundiced skin and no top front teeth, the other was in his mid 30s, short and chubby with jowls. The latter played good cop, while the thin one was bad cop. Watching their technique, I wondered if part of their interrogation training had consisted of watching American cop movies.

The questioning was mostly about my family's migration history, my education from nursery school to doctorate, my work history, and so forth. Every now and then they would interject with the real questions: Why did you come to Dubai? Who is funding you? Why are you asking so many questions about locals and non-locals? They never raised their voices.

My wife, meanwhile, had immediately gone to a nearby hotel to call the US consulate in Dubai. She told them I had been taken away by the men in white, who had showed no identification. Startled at the detention of a Fulbright researcher, consular staff spent more than nine hours phoning Dubai officials before they located me and arranged for my release. Once I left the country, I also called the British embassy in Dubai, hoping it too would make some sort of protest, as I'm a dual UK-US citizen. The duty officer was unimpressed: "You've left Dubai, what do you expect us to do?" That was that, for Foreign Office assistance.

By the end of the night, a more senior officer came to wrap things up. Called "chief", he was all business and in bad-cop mode. He came right to the point: "The research you have been doing is creating divisions in our society and we will not allow it. We will keep your files. Your laptop and iPod [which I used for interviews] we will give you back tomorrow. We will contact you. You will leave on the next available flight. Do not return to Dubai; you are banned and will be arrested if you return."

Good cop put a cheery spin on things. "I hope you have enjoyed Dubai. Well, this is not enjoyable, but I hope the rest of your stay has been productive and enjoyable and that you represent Dubai positively." What do you say to that? Good cop also came to the nub of what I'd got myself into when he told me he liked me, but had doubts about my funding. "What do you mean?" I asked. "I think it is the Jewish," he said. "Why would 'the Jewish' be funding me, a Muslim American, to ask questions of people in Dubai?" "I do not know, but I think it is them ... and maybe the CIA."

Anyway, they released me, and put me in the back of the Toyota. On the seat were two bottles of water for me. Nice. After 13 hours of talking, I was thirsty. The driver even bought me a vitamin C drink on the way home, and let me cadge a couple of cigarettes before he dropped me at my friend's apartment building. And so my story was not one of torture or long imprisonment; rather, a glimpse into the everyday workings of an apparatus of control where the insecurities of those in power can still so easily distort the ordinary activities of an ordinary person.

The next day, a regular policeman phoned and told me to meet him that evening at a shopping mall, the start of another slightly surreal encounter when I got there and called his mobile. "Where are you?" he asked. "Standing next to the guy dressed like a chicken," I replied (some sort of mall promotion was going on). Come up the escalator, the unseen policeman told me. Halfway up I thought, Oh, this is bad. At the top I made to turn around but then saw him he summoned me to join him. And so I found myself sitting in Starbucks writing out a receipt under his supervision for equipment received in "best operating condition", after which he gave me back my laptop - without, I later discovered, the hard drive. The authorities also kept my iPod with all my interviews ... and replaced it with a new 60 GB video iPod! And if ever I came back to Dubai, the officer said hospitably, he would show me around.

After a fantastic farewell dinner of kebabs with friends, we finished packing and took ourselves to the airport. Despite the threat I supposedly posed to Dubai society, the secret police who banned me apparently felt no need to escort us.

Later, I wrote to the ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, via the "royal email" section of his website asking for my hard drive back, and my files. This is the same sheikh, by the way, who launched a $10bn fund for the Middle East recently, amid much fanfare: its objective, to foster education ... and research in the region. I'm still waiting for his reply. Not that it matters in practical terms. I have backups - wouldn't the secret police have realised this? What did they possibly have to gain?

I also complained to Dubai's police chief, Lieutenant-General Dhahi Khalfan Tamim, via the departmental email and was quite surprised to get a response. He stood by my arrest, but then seemed to turn the whole incident on its head by assuring me that I had not been deported, nor banned: "You are welcome at any time as a visitor to the Emirates, not as an investigator for a police agency or other authority that flies in the face of international legitimacy. Once again I wish to say to you that you are not on lists of persons expelled at all."

Welcome at any time as a visitor. I think I'll take them up on that. I wish I'd kept that policeman's mobile number
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Experience I did not eat for a year                                                  by Gaye Woollard

Saturday November 10, 2007

In July 2006 I went into hospital for surgery on my digestive system, expecting to be home after a couple of days. Two months later I woke up in the intensive care unit of a different hospital unable to move, speak or breathe without a noisy ventilator. I was lucky not to have died.

In order to keep me alive, the medical team had worked through the night to perform an emergency operation. It was a shock to learn what they had done to my insides: my oesophagus now no longer led into my stomach but finished in a dead end, meaning that anything I swallowed had nowhere to go. It would be at least six months before I could have another operation to reconnect my interior plumbing.

I spent four months in hospital, being fed intravenously at first, then through a tube into my intestines. I spent a great deal of time fantasising about fruit, meat (strange, as I was previously a vegetarian) and wine.

I was in a room by myself and the only reminder of what I was missing was the smell of the food trolley and the sound of nurses calling out orders for the other patients. The reality of not being able to eat did not sink in until I was home again; no more family meals, just me plugged into a machine that pumped food into me for 15 hours a day, while others ate in the next room. When friends came to visit, I had to get them to make their own drinks as I couldn't bring myself to do it for them.

Other people were sensitive to my predicament. Nobody ate or cooked in front of me. The kitchen was tidier than it had ever been, with all food hidden from sight. If I did see something edible it was hard to resist the urge to put it into my mouth; I once walked past a plate with two fish fingers on it, and couldn't stop thinking about them until they were safely out of sight. I couldn't suck a mint or chew gum. My mouth felt disgusting. I could clean my teeth, but the toothpaste tasted overpoweringly strong.

Without mealtimes, food shopping, cooking or washing-up my days stretched ahead. All my dietary needs were met by the beige food, delivered once a month by lorry - 30 liquid bags that I stored under my bed. I hated the sight of it.

I missed terribly the social aspect of eating. It's hard to think of an occasion that doesn't involve sharing food or drink. It's not possible to replicate the feelings of warmth and companionship and the easy conversation that having a meal together promotes.

I had to think hard about how to mark my 50th birthday. In the end I decided that since I couldn't have any birthday cake or champagne I would make the most of opening my presents. I had more cards than I have had in my life and a pleasant, low-key day with a few friends coming round for a cup of tea and my family together in the evening.

I became obsessed with reading recipes and watching cookery programmes on TV. I was able to appreciate the beauty of the ingredients and cooking process in a detached way. I missed the sight of food, like a lovely piece of salmon or a pineapple, and found myself searching for something to fill that gap. In the end I developed an interest in gardening and bought plants when I would have bought something nice to eat.

Almost exactly one year after my first operation I went back into hospital to have my digestive system reconstructed. I will never be able to eat like most people, but will manage on lots of small meals every day. People ask me what it was like having my first meal after so long - in fact, it was a bowl of Weetabix, which I don't particularly like, in a room by myself in hospital. It wasn't the wonderful taste sensation that I had been dreaming of and I remember being quite scared but then thrilled when the food went down as it was supposed to. The first time I went into a supermarket after my operation, I went mad, piling my trolley with more perishable stuff than I could possibly eat.

After my food-free year, my sense of taste seems unimpaired, although there have been small alterations in my appetites: I have gone off coffee and started eating meat again - these days if I fancy things I have them. I've also become obsessed with planning meals; as I write this I know what I am going to eat for the rest of the week. But the biggest change is that I now eat with other people as often as I can. I now understand that mealtimes are about more than just food.

Guardian Unlimited ; Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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LESS IS MORE

17:26:30  05/11/2007

An apple–or onion–a day keeps the doctor away

New research shows that onions, apples, tea and red wine reduce atherosclerosis – chronic arterial inflammation that is an early sign of heart disease.

These foods and drinks are all major sources of the flavonoid quercetin, a naturally occurring compound, which is transformed by the liver and intestine into other compounds that enter the bloodstream.

Research leader Dr Paul Kroon and his team at the Institute of Food Research examined the effect of these compounds on cells from the lining of arteries. Surprisingly, more wasn’t necessarily better – a lower dose, like the amount in just one onion, actually had a larger impact.

HAND OUTS

Hormone key to generosity
New research reveals why we are so generous. A team led by Paul Zak of Claremont Graduate University in the US showed that the hormone oxytocin boosts our ability to empathise with others and makes us more generous.

The researchers gave volunteers a dose of either a placebo or oxytocin, a feel-good hormone released during sex, childbirth and breastfeeding. The volunteers were then paired up, with one of them (the donor) having to decide how to share $10 (£4.80) with the other, who might accept or reject the offer. If the recipient rejected the offer, neither of them received anything, so the donor had to consider the other’s response – a sign of empathy – before deciding on the cut to give them.
The researchers defined generosity as giving someone more than they expect or need. Donors taking oxytocin were on average 80 per cent more generous.

GINGER GENE

Red head Neanderthal DNA discovered

Like humans, some Neanderthals had red hair and pale skin, new research suggests.
Scientists from the Universities of Barcelona and Leipzig were examining ancient DNA taken from the fossils of two Neanderthals when they came across a previously unknown mutation in a gene called MC1R. Also present in humans, this gene codes for a protein involved in the production of melanin, the pigment in hair and skin that protects against harmful ultraviolet rays.

Humans with a less functional version of the gene have less melanin in their cells, resulting in pallid skin and ginger hair. To test whether the Neanderthal DNA sequence had the same effect, the team inserted it into human cells grown in the lab and found that it reduced melanin production.
The team then examined the MC1R genes of almost four thousand modern humans to check whether the Neanderthal mutation is shared between the two species. No matches were found, suggesting that red hair evolved separately in Neanderthals and humans, rather than being shared through interbreeding.

LOOKING ON THE BRIGHT SIDE

Optimism is all in your head

Scientists have identified the regions of the brain responsible for a sunny disposition, possibly shedding light on why some people are prone to dwell on the darker side of life.

Researchers at New York University scanned the brains of 15 volunteers while they imagined positive or negative events, such as “winning an award” or “the end of a romantic relationship”.
They found that pondering positive scenarios led to increased activity in two brain clusters: the amygdala, which is involved with the formation and storage of emotional memories, and the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), responsible for the regulation of emotional responses. Conversely, when the volunteers dwelt on gloomier episodes, these same brains areas showed reduced activity.

Those volunteers with more optimistic personalities, as established by a psychological test, were also shown to have higher levels of activity in the amygdala and ACC.
Psychologists have previously shown that the majority of people have a tendency to be optimistic, expecting to live longer and be healthier than the population average.

Establishing the areas of the brain responsible should help understand this trait and also provide insights into the mechanisms of depression, which is related to pessimism and affects the same areas of the brain.

SHAKING OFF OBESITY

10:31:58  23/10/2007

Vibrating mice develop fewer fat cells

Young mice placed on a vibrating platform for 15 minutes a day develop almost 30 per cent less fat than normal mice, according to a new study by scientists at Stony Brook University in New York state.

It’s believed that the vibrations, which are almost undetectable, mimic muscle activity, causing them to contract and relax, putting pressure on the animals’ bones. This, the scientists suspect, induces stem cells in the mice to develop into muscle or bone cells rather than fat cells.

The findings, although preliminary, suggest that exercise is not the only way of cutting down on fat – at least in the young. The scientists suggest the technique could work in children too, controlling their susceptibility to obesity. It won’t make fat children skinny, but could control their propensity for getting heavy, say the researchers.
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Interview.Why we need to set our kids free

Tim Gill is on a crusade. He wants us to free our children from a zero-risk culture that over-protects and infantilises them at just the time they should be tasting freedom and taking responsibility

Decca Aitkenhead

Saturday November 3, 2007

When Tim Gill gives public talks, he asks his audience to remember the place they most loved to play in as a child. Then he asks if it was out of sight of adults. The answer they give is almost invariably yes - except, he has noticed, when the adult is under 25. "I think," he observes, "we're starting to see a generation who either didn't spend much time out of sight of their parents - or it's just not something that has any resonance for them."

Gill, 43, is the author of No Fear, a new book published this week that challenges almost every assumption about contemporary childhood. The notion that children are growing up faster these days, he argues, "is absolutely wrongheaded. They're adopting adult mannerisms, yes. But in terms of their opportunity to be independent, and to learn from their independence, nothing could be further from the truth." Compared with the freedoms enjoyed by children in the 70s, who were "pushed out the door with a sandwich on Saturday morning, and told not to come home till tea time", today's chauffeured, supervised, micromanaged children are not precocious, he suggests, so much as infantilised.

Nor are they any more significantly at risk of harm from each other. There is often talk about a modern "epidemic" of bullying - but this, according to Gill, is largely the product of a category error. What's new, he says, is "a zerorisk perspective" among adults who are no longer able to make what he thinks is " a really important distinction, between sustained, repetitive, deliberate, unpleasant behaviour, that often involves a power imbalance - which I think is the right definition of bullying - and behaviour between children that nobody would ever have labelled bullying just five or 10 years ago".

Above all, Gill rejects the premise underpinning almost every anxious, interventionist impulse of modern parenting - that children are more at risk than ever before from adults. "Stranger danger", he reasons, remains as remote as it was 30 years ago. Yet our fear of it is magnified so dramatically, we deny our children the basic freedoms and experiences they need to grow up.

"To put it at its simplest, if you allow your child a degree of responsibility or freedom these days, you're seen as a bad parent."

Gill is not the first to challenge what he calls "the overriding public discourse, which tells parents to say 'I'll do anything for my child, I'll do anything to keep my child safe.'" Professor Frank Furedi, and more recently Sue Palmer, the author of Toxic Childhood, have been high-profile voices of dissent. Even Hugh Cunningham's acclaimed historical study, The Invention of Childhood, concludes with a caution against overlooking our children's ability to learn responsibility for themselves.

But Gill's voice is striking for its persuasively measured calm. We meet at his home in east London, which he shares with his partner and their nine-year-old daughter, Rosa, and when I transcribe the interview afterwards I'm slightly surprised by how emphatic his words can appear on the page. In person, his manner is gentle and earnest, with not a trace of polemical dogma.

"I try not to be a kind of doomsayer about children," he stresses several times. "I don't think this generation of children are going to hell in a handcart, absolutely not. But if there is a scary message from my book, it's that things may not be that bad now - but the trends are all in the wrong direction."

Gill is hoping to revive the forgotten parental concept of "benign neglect". When Rosa complained to him one day in the park that some boys were "bullying" her and her friend, what he did - or rather did not do - "could be considered these days as bordering on irresponsible parenting". Instead of rushing in to protect her, from what was in reality no more than banter, he suggested she try to sort it out herself. "Which she immediately did - and the situation evaporated." But, he is happy to admit, sometimes practising what he preaches can be unnerving.

"It's been a sharp issue for us, because one day a week now Rosa comes home from school by herself, with an older child who lives up the road. And she was really keen to do it. In fact, at the beginning of term it was the biggest thing that was going to happen to her that term. Now," he grins, "it's, 'Oh yeah, whatever? So I walk home from school.' But of course, the first day it happened, we were sitting here waiting for her, looking at the clock. So yes, it is scary. But we are very clear that it is good parenting to do that."

Gill used to be a government adviser on children's play, and was the director of the Children's Play Council from 1997 to 2004. It was the drive he witnessed there to sanitise public play areas that inspired him to write No Fear. Playgrounds, he realised, were a metaphor for attitudes to childhood - and our determination to eliminate every conceivable danger testifies to a misguided, and ultimately counterproductive, fantasy of risk aversion. The prohibitive expense of soft impact resurfacing has closed some playgrounds down. Perhaps more significantly, he points out, studies have suggested that soft impact rubber tempts children into a false sense of security, causing more - not fewer - accidents.

He argues that "there's been a wholesale loss of confidence in children's own ability to look after themselves, or get to grips with the world around them. How do they find their way through difficult situations? Only by self-directed learning. Yes, it can be difficult and upsetting, and children are going to make mistakes. But I think they need to be given enough rope."

What do other parents make of what he calls his "philosophy of resilience"? "Well," he says, "the interesting thing is, I've experienced almost no substantive criticism. No one's accused me of neglect." When he talks about his ideas, he says "it feels like it's a combination of a light bulb going on in people's heads, and them feeling they've been given permission to say things that they felt they weren't able to say. My sense is that parents have been swept along by a broader philosophy of protection that's very current in our culture, and has been for some years."

But if parents themselves are not driving this trend, what is? Thirty years ago, Gill suggests, we received information about potential threats to our children from a wide range of sources - friends, neighbours, the media, and our pooled experience of life. These would all be cross-referenced, producing a realistic assessment of risk. But as family life has become isolated into private cars and out-of-town supermarkets, no longer shared in local shops and public spaces, that chorus of voices has faded away, leaving the media's shrill solo to grow louder and louder.

And the style of its coverage has also altered dramatically. Gill cites a study of newspaper reports of child murders in the 1930s, 60s and 90s that identified a striking shift in tone in the final decade. Whereas earlier coverage had defined these crimes as isolated atrocities committed by evil individuals, "by the 1990s these crimes were considered a result of a society in decline". Crucially, the media's focus had transferred on to the grief of the victims' families, inviting readers to share the bereaved's perspective on the crime.

"If we all look at the world through the eyes of the most unlucky," Gill says, "then we all demand zero risk. But I think we can be sympathetic to victims when tragedies happen - but also maintain a more realistic perspective on what the threat actually is. And that does mean not succumbing to the pressure to answer the question: 'How would you feel if that was your child?' It's an absolutely understandable question, as a sort of plea for sympathy for the depth of the experience. But as a way of trying to decide what society should do about the threat, it's incredibly unhelpful.

"Over time, for example, most of us can move on from Dunblane, and through our everyday lives we can get the reassurance that, actually, the world isn't full of people who go into schools and shoot children. The people whose children were shot, of course they can't move on - and it's not right to ask or expect them to either. But equally, it's not right to ask us to stay where they are. If we want to come to a proportionate, reasoned, sensible position about how to manage those sorts of risks, we can't do that by staying where they are."

Any tabloid editor would agree that the risk of a stranger murdering his daughter is slim, I suggest. But the devastation of that loss, they would argue, justifies almost any sacrifice of Rosa's freedoms to prevent it happening.

"But you have to look," Gill counters evenly, "at the long-term, unintended consequences of trying to banish risk. It seems to me quite clear where that line of argument takes you. I don't want to dwell on this case - because apart from anything else, it's so awful - but look at what happened to Abigail Rae."

Abigail Rae was a toddler who wandered out of her nursery, and drowned in a nearby pond. A male passerby told her inquest he had spotted her in the street, and been concerned. But he hadn't saved her life by stepping in, he said, for fear of looking like he was abducting her.

"I travel around other countries, and I tell that story, and I feel ashamed to be British, because I live in a country where a man can see a two-year-old wandering the streets, and..." Gill breaks off, and I realise his eyes have filled with tears.

"In the end," he says quietly, composing himself, "it's a risk trade-off. All I'm saying is, you cannot protect your children for ever. And you might protect them now from something incredibly rare, albeit absolutely devastating. But if you do, you leave them much more vulnerable at a time when they're starting to make their own way in life.

"We seem to think that children don't need to learn how to look after themselves, because they'll never grow up. But the one certainty is, they will."

· No Fear: Growing Up in a Risk-Averse Society by Tim Gill is published by Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation at £8.50. To order a copy for £8.50 with free UK p&p, go to guardian.co.uk/bookshop or call 0870 836 0875
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GOURMET INVASION

12:33:18  22/10/2007

Giant snails invade Brazil

Giant African land snails are overrunning the Brazilian countryside, creating havoc in local ecosystems and threatening to transmit dangerous diseases to local people, scientists report.

Measuring 20cm in length and more than 500 grams in weight, the snails were brought to Brazil to supply the gourmet restaurant trade on a grand scale.

Brazilians all over the country began raising the snails in their gardens, lured by the prospect of a quick profit. But luckily for the giant gastropods, diners proved suspicious of the new exotic snails, preferring the taste of the traditional indigenous alternative.

Their business plans thwarted, many people released their snails into the wild where they have multiplied and are now thriving in virtually every Brazilian state. A recent study into the snail’s impact by Brazilian scientists found that they are an established part of the food chain, and the rats and snakes that feed on them have also boomed. Plus, the snails have begun to compete with native large snail species for habitat, and can harbour parasitic worms dangerous to humans.

Eradication is now thought to be impossible, and control measures are limited to people destroying any snails they encounter underfoot. So far, however, this has proved insufficient and the giant molluscs continue to slither on. 

LIFT NOT OFF

Space elevators on hold for another year

For the third year running, the annual space elevator games have ended in disappointment, leaving NASA with a million dollars in unclaimed prize money.
The games, held in Utah, are meant to encourage the development of an elevator capable of reaching into space. This remarkable sounding device could, it is hoped, be used for transporting people and cargo at a fraction of the cost of launching a space shuttle.

First conceived more than a century ago, a space elevator would consist of a cable anchored to the Earth and stretching into space, together with a vehicle able to climb it. Competitors need to design a strong rope or ‘tether’, and to create a ground-powered robot capable of climbing the rope at speed.
The honours in the climbing category went to the Space Design Team at the University of Saskatchewan in Canada. Their laser-powered climber hurtled up a ribbon more than 100 metres long in just 54 seconds, but this still wasn’t fast enough to reach the two metres per second target needed to seal the prize money.

Despite there being no winners this year, it seems likely that the teams will get another chance. The Californian Spaceward Foundation, who organised the event, have promised to hold the games again in 2008.

NANO RADIO

Scientists try to shrink the wireless

American scientists have built a working radio using carbon nanotubes – manmade microscopic mesh rods just a few atoms across.
The new device, which is a thousand times smaller than today’s radio technology, is a miniaturised ‘demodulator’ – a simple circuit that turns radio waves into electrical signals. These can then be fed into a speaker to produce sound waves.

With the exception of the demodulator, the rest of the radio was assembled using standard components. But the researchers say their invention represents an important step in the evolution of radio technology, and could ultimately lead to the production of a radio constructed entirely from nanomaterials. This could have many applications in medicine, commerce and the military. 
ANGRY, HUNGRY EWES

Food fight among female sheep

Contrary to popular belief, female sheep use their horns to fight for food, researchers have found.

Scientists from the University of Edinburgh studied wild Soay sheep on the remote Scottish island of Hirta.

Female sheep with full horns were found to be more aggressive than those lacking or with partial horns, and researchers noted a peak in violence during the lambing season when food resources are scarcest.

In many species, males use their horns to compete for ewes in ferocious head-to-head clashes.

But biologists previously thought that females’ horns served no practical purpose and represented an ‘evolutionary by-product’, like the nipples of male mammals.

The research supports previous theories that suggest male sheep’s horns are curved to withstand head-on clashes, while ewes’ horns are spiked in order to push competitors away. 
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Do Cellphones Cause Fires at Gas Stations?

This entry was posted on 10/22/2006 5:04 PM and is filed under Urban Legends,Health.
So, it’s a bad day.  You’re in a hurry.  Your car is running out of gas, and you’re late for a meeting.  You stop at the gas station.  While it’s still pumping, you get back into your car to call the office and tell them you’ll be a little late.  Then, you get back out of the car, still on the phone, door open, and reach for the nozzle with your free hand.  It doesn’t even seem like you touch it before the flames shoot up.

For a brief moment, you are engulfed.  Fortunately, the attendant is able to put out the fire pretty easily.  You are unhurt, but you find yourself covered in water and powdery fire extinguisher stuff.  You miss your meeting.  You’re still pretty scared and kind of embarrassed too.  But, at least they let you have a free tank of gas after the whole ordeal.  You drive away never having noticed the sign that warns against using your cellphone while pumping gas.

Has something like this really happened before?  Do cellphones really cause fires at gas stations?

Yes, this type of thing has happened quite a few times before.  Yes, many cellphone companies as well as many oil companies and gas stations do warn against using cellphones while pumping gas.  But, no, it is probably fiction that the fire could have been caused by the cellphone.

According to the FCC, the Petroleum Equipment Institute, and various myth-busting sources, there has never been a single documented case of a cellphone causing a spark that ignited a fire at a gas station.  In fact, no one even seems to have been able to successfully start such a fire in a test or a trial, even when they were trying.  But the fires are real, and often static electricity (not electronics) is the culprit.

The Petroleum Equipment Institute has a campaign to make people aware of the danger of gas station fires caused by static electricity.  They offer three definitive rules for safe re-fueling.  The first two rules are obvious, turn off your engine, and don’t smoke.  The third is less so: Never re-enter your vehicle while still pumping gas.  Many fires have actually been started by people who sat in their cars during re-fueling.  When they got back out and touched the nozzles, they caused sparks and ignited gas vapors.  (Incidentally, most of these fires have involved women, because, apparently, women frequently get back into their cars while refueling, while men typically do not.)

So, if you absolutely must get back into your car while re-fueling, then touch the metal of your car door first before touching the gas nozzle. This will drain the static electricity from your body.  Do you ever get a big shock in the winter when you close your car door?  I do.  Sometimes it hurts; I have to touch the door with my keys instead.  If I can generate that kind of spark, then I’ll bet a fire really could ignite under the right conditions.

The institute does also recommend that you refrain from using a cellphone while pumping gas; although, that warning certainly isn’t at the top of their list.  Maybe gas stations should have clear warnings against sitting in vehicles instead of talking on cellphones.
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Evidence of early seaside dwellers

The remains of shellfish found in a South African cave suggest that modern humans developed a taste for seafood much earlier than previously thought.
Together with the shells of whelks, limpets and mollusks, the cave – located in a cliff overlooking the Indian Ocean – also contained red pigment possibly used as body paint, and stone ‘bladelets’ that archaeologists believe might have been attached to weapons. Dated to 164,000 years ago, the findings eclipse previous evidence of humans adapting to a coastal environment by almost 40,000 years.

Many scientists believe that modern humans migrated out of Africa 120,000 years ago by hugging the Red Sea coast. The cave discovery is therefore important as it suggests these people had already learnt how to survive in coastal habitats.

ARTHRITIC AMPHIBIANS

Travel stress leaves toads in pain

The cane toads that have been playing havoc with Australian ecosystems for more than seventy years may have an Achilles heel. New research shows that as the invasive amphibians expand into new areas, they become prone to arthritis, possibly slowing their hops to a crawl.

A team of scientists from the University of Sydney compared the skeletons of toads from established and invading populations. They found that around 10 per cent of adult toads on the ‘frontline’ were suffering from severe spinal arthritis, a condition in which vertebrae become fused.
To establish the impact of the condition on the toads' mobility, the researchers raced arthritic and normal individuals along a 10m track. Those suffering from arthritis proved rather more sluggish, but a subsequent experiment using radio transmitters to trace wild toads surprisingly showed that they suffer no loss of movement in the long term.

The scientists have managed to pin down the cause of the toads’ back pains: a common and normally benign soil bacteria. Toads are typically sedentary creatures and scientists suspect it is the stress of travelling that is leaving them vulnerable to infection. This new finding is encouraging to researchers looking for ways of controlling the invasive toads, as it hints that targeting their immune system could prove effective.

CAR CRECHE

Moose use humans to scare off bears

Pregnant moose move closer to roads just before they give birth to protect their offspring from predators.
A study carried out in Yellowstone Park, Wyoming, in the USA, tracked female moose and their most common predators, bears, every year for a decade from 1995.

It found that the moose moved an average of 122m closer to roads shortly before giving birth, putting them as close as 380m to traffic and people. Bears, on the other hand, are much more wary of humans, and seldom came within 500m of roads.
Moose in bear free areas, and non-pregnant moose, did not move. Researchers say that this suggests the moose use the presence of humans to protect themselves from predators.

The study shows the importance of factoring in subtle interactions with humans when studying the behaviour of wildlife, even in apparently pristine natural environments.

STOP SIGNAL

Police to cut car engines remotely

The US car manufacturer General Motors (GM) is fitting 1.7 million of its 2009 models with a system that allows the police to remotely cut power to the engine.
GM already have a system, called OnStar, that gives the police GPS co-ordinates of any of its cars on request. Using the new technology, police will be able to ring up an operator at GM, and request that a particular car is disabled. The operator will then inform the car’s occupants that the request has been made, and the engine power cut. Other onboard systems, such as the brakes and electronics, will remain functioning, so that the car can be brought safely to a stop.

Between 1994 and 2002 there were 2654 crashes during police pursuits in the US alone, resulting in 3146 deaths. GM hopes that the new technology will reduce the need for long and dangerous police chases.

COSMIC GEM FACTORIES

Black holes eject precious stones

The environments around black holes produce vast quantities of rubies and sapphires.
Quasars – black holes surrounded by clouds of matter – suck material in due to their gravitational pull. However, the pressure near the centre is so great that dust is spewed out.

Teams from the University of Manchester and University of California in the US studied the quasar PG2112+059, which is about eight billion lightyears from Earth, using NASA’s Spitzer Space Telescope. They found that the dust produced contains large amounts of glass, sand and corundum. In the presence of impurities corundum forms rubies and sapphires.
The work may help to solve the mystery of where the dust used to build the first generation of stars in the Universe came from.
FERTILITY DANCE
Lap dancers earn more when in fertile phase of menstrual cycle

Researchers from the University of New Mexico, USA, asked lap dancers to fill in details of their working hours, earnings and menstruation cycle in an online questionnaire. They found that the women earned an average of US$70 (£34) an hour in the oestrous (fertile) phase of their menstrual cycle, compared to $50 (£25) during the luteal (non-fertile) phase and $35 (£17) during menstruation itself.
Unlike many mammals, women have ‘concealed ovulation’, in which men are unable to tell when they are fertile. This is believed to give women an advantage in manipulating male reproductive strategies. However, results from the lap dancers suggest that men can tell when a woman is most fertile, although the signals they use remain a mystery.
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Happy ever after?

Romantic comedies often close with a wedding, implying that marriage is 'the end' of all adventure. Does this message encourage women to stay single, asks Emma Campbell Webster   BY Emma Campbell Webster

Friday November 9, 2007

Last year, along with crowning Pride and Prejudice the nation's favourite book, voters in a World Book Day poll also cited its final chapters as the classic happy ending. As the story closes, you may recall, the poor but witty Elizabeth Bennet falls for the reserved but redeemingly noble Mr Darcy, and the two are united in matrimony.

Pride and Prejudice isn't the only Jane Austen novel to end with a happy marriage. All six do, and readers tend, understandably, to see these endings as celebratory. After all, who doesn't love a romantic match? Yet, while studying Austen's oeuvre again for a book I was writing, something began to trouble me.

Austen always gives her protagonists at least one opportunity to say no to marriage before they finally agree - highlighting the seriousness of the decision - and I found it more and more disconcerting that, when the lead character does take the plunge, her story suddenly ends. It dawned on me that this convention sends readers a dark subliminal message - that marriage equals "The End". Which raises the question "Just what, exactly, is it the end of?" Is it simply the end of the book, or could it signify the end of life worth reading or writing about?

It's not just Austen who uses this narrative convention - the idea of marriage as an ending is littered throughout literature. Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre may marry her Rochester rather than being married by him, but it's still the "last word" of her narrative. Cinderella, the archetype on which these models are based, is given no sequel: we are simply told that she and her prince live happily ever after, which is a little ominous. (The idea of anything staying the same for ever - even happiness - sounds like the definition of pure boredom.)

Even Shakespearean comedies acquire sinister overtones when read this way: order and harmony is restored by marriage at the close of many of them, but if it is the end of the comedy, is it also the end of the fun? There can be no Hamlet II because everyone is dead, but there cannot be a Twelfth Night II either because - if we take other romantic comedies as a guide - after everyone is married off there is nothing left to say. To anyone thinking of getting married, this is a sobering thought.

This plot device has been around for aeons, of course, and doesn't seem to have deterred Austen's contemporaries from marriage (although it's notable that Austen herself never married). Until the recent past though, most women's only hope of even minimal power or prosperity rested on getting wed, so it was an obvious, and usually a necessary, step. But as I re-read Austen, I noticed how this convention intersects with the view of marriage that my friends and I have acquired.

Traditionally, it is men who have been seen as commitment-shy, but increasingly women are the ones who seem wary of settling down. I've experienced this personally - my last two serious boyfriends made it quite clear early on that they were looking for a wife, which sent me into a panic. My friends and I all entertain loose intentions of marrying one day but the majority of us are afraid of what it will mean for our much-valued and hard-won freedom. If the world has been your oyster, settling down can seem like a soggy fish-finger in comparison.

Over the past decades, as women have won increasing economic and personal freedom, marriage has fallen sharply. According to the Office for National Statistics, by 2031 the proportion of women aged 45-54 who have never married is predicted to rise from 9% to 35%.

There are a number of different reasons for the declining marriage rates, but the messages that are constantly sent to women in the guise of so called "romantic fiction" surely aren't helping. When you consider the ubiquity of these messages it is not surprising that many of us have started seeing a wedding as something disturbing, terrifying, as the end of a lifelong quest for adventure, rather than any kind of start.

Of course, when it comes to the intersection of life and art there is always an overlap and interplay of influence between the two. Just as art reflects our ideas and opinions, so our changing lifestyles shape what goes on to the page or screen. The genre of romantic comedy is still alive and well - nowhere more so than on film - and it is notable that the conventions of the genre have undergone significant revisions. At the end of Four Weddings and a Funeral, for instance, Charles and Carrie vow never to marry, and there were no proposals in last year's big Christmas rom com offering, The Holiday. Couples still get together in modern romances but they are far less likely to get married at the end. There is less finality to these conclusions, with both the characters and their audiences being given much more room to breathe. These days we like to keep our options open; we like to delay "The End" of our adventures as long as possible. After all, from a certain angle, is not a happy ending something of an oxymoron?

· Being Elizabeth Bennet: Create Your Own Jane Austen Adventure by Emma Campbell Webster is published by Atlantic Books, £12.99

Guardian Unlimited ; Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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Britain's oldest wedding couple found love at the day centre                             by Steven Morris

Wednesday November 14, 2007

Their eyes met across a crowded day centre for elderly people. She told him she was lonely, he invited her for a drive to the beach and three days later he popped the question, though not on bended knee because of his creaky joints.

That was a month ago. Next week James Mason and Peggy Clark are to become Britain's oldest newly-weds with a combined age of 177 years. Mason, a former lord mayor of Torbay, is 93 while his intended is a mere 84. The couple will marry in front of 20 guests, including Mason's grown-up children, at the Palace hotel in Paignton, Devon, both agreeing there really was no point in a long engagement at their age.

Clark said: "When you get a bit older you can read people a bit more. It's all in the eyes. His eyes really twinkle and I knew it was love.

"I was really sad before but now I'm always laughing. I was a bit worried in case anyone thought I was a gold digger - but I really love him. I'm glad because I've been on my own for 25 years and I didn't want to spend another Christmas alone. Winter is very cold and lonely at our age."

Mason, a former hotel manager and a great-grandfather, joked: "She was after my body and I was after her money, so it's perfect. The day we met I took her on a drive to the beach and it was the best day's work I've ever done. We're very happy."

Mason has been a widower since his wife Dorothy died 10 years ago. Clark, a retired driver, has been alone since the death of her husband, Ivan, an architect, in 1982.

Romance blossomed during Clark's first visit to Paignton day centre four weeks ago. She said: "I was feeling really low and someone at Age Concern recommended a day centre.

"James had been to the centre lots of times - you get a lovely meal for £3. The first time I walked up to the door I went back to my car twice because I was so scared. But I eventually went in and introduced myself to a few people.

"Then all of a sudden James was there and he asked me why I had started coming. I said I was lonely and he held my hand. He said, 'there's no need to be alone' and asked me to go to the seaside with him. We were all gooey-eyed."

Mason began to call at Clark's house where she insisted on a chaperone. She said: "He said he'd like to spend some time without being with company but I said people would start talking. He said the only way to stop people gossiping was to get married. I couldn't believe it - he was proposing."

The British record for oldest new-weds was held by Raymond Robson, 96, who married Faye Webber, 90, in Goring, Berks, in 2005. She died three months ago.

Guardian Unlimited ; Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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Globe and mail

Oil blackens shore in South Korea's largest spill                                  by JIN-MAN LEE

December 8, 2007 at 2:45 PM EST
MALLIPO BEACH, South Korea — Thick, smelly crude oil washed up on an 18-kilometre stretch of scenic coastline Saturday, blackening seagulls and threatening fish farms as South Korea's Coast Guard struggled to contain the country's largest oil spill.

Residents and emergency workers used buckets to try to remove the dense oil carried by strong winds and currents to the country's western coast.
Nearly 2,200 troops, police and residents were engaged in cleanup efforts at Mallipo — one of South Korea's best-known beaches and an important rest stop for migrating birds. Tides of dark sea water crashed ashore, while the odour reached areas a half-mile away.

The Coast Guard dispatched 62 ships and five helicopters to battle the spill. It said the area of shoreline affected by the disaster had more than doubled by Saturday evening, from nine kilometres earlier in the day.

A South Korean environmentalist shows a mallard covered in fuel oil from the spill from a Hong Kong-registered oil tanker near Mallipo, South Korea, Saturday.

Enlarge Image
A South Korean environmentalist shows a mallard covered in fuel oil from the spill from a Hong Kong-registered oil tanker near Mallipo, South Korea, Saturday. (AP Photo/ Korean Federation for Environmental Movement)

A Hong Kong-registered supertanker was slammed early Friday by a Samsung Corp. barge in rough seas and a total of 66,000 barrels of crude gushed into the ocean, more than twice as much as leaked from South Korea's worst previous spill, in 1995.

Cho Yoo-soon, who runs a raw fish restaurant at Mallipo beach, southwest of Seoul, said the situation was overwhelming. She said restaurants in the area were closing, and she could not pump fresh sea water into her tanks.

“Without fresh sea water the fish will start going bad after a week,” she said. “We can't even walk around here because the entire beach is covered with oil.”

The affected areas are home to 181 maritime farms that produce abalone, brown seaweed, littleneck clams and sea cucumbers, said Lee Seung-yop, an official with Taean county, which includes the beach. Sea farmers in the areas number about 4,000, he said.

“A lot of damage is feared to these farms, although we don't have an estimate yet,” Lee said.

The Coast Guard said it was unclear how many days the cleanup operation would take.

“We're doing our best to remove the contamination as quickly as possible, but it will take some time to clean up the shore because it needs to be done by hand,” said Kim Woon-tae, a Coast Guard official stationed in the region.

“It's a difficult operation because weather is not good,” Kim said. “We're focusing our efforts on preventing more oil from reaching the coast.”

Kim said oil was still trickling out of a hole on the punctured tanker, but it would soon be sealed completely. The Coast Guard headquarters had said Friday that all three holes in the tanker were plugged. Kim did not explain the apparent discrepancy.

“We've asked the government to declare this region a 'disaster zone', said Lee Hee-yol, a village leader at Mallipo.

Kim Kyung-chul, an official at the National Emergency Management Agency, said such a declaration — which would make residents eligible for government financial aid — was not yet being considered.

The government has so far designated the oil spill a “disaster,” he said, which enables regional governments in the affected areas to mobilize personnel and equipment.

The size of the leak reported by the authorities is about one-fourth that of the 1989 Exxon Valdez spill that leaked 11 million gallons of oil into Alaska's Prince William Sound.
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World's largest digital orchestra makes its debut                               by Martin Wainwright

Technology's relentless advance has finally invaded the timeless world of the cello, bassoon and other orchestral instruments, with the debut of the largest digital orchestra in the world.

Fifty music students at York University staged a hi-tech twist on the traditional symphony last night by sitting on a concert hall floor and playing nothing but laptop computers.

Floods of amplified music filled the cavernous building in York, while conductor Dr Ambrose Field used a range of new gestures to draw out mouse movements and triple clicks. Other music was activated by players making hand movements which were filmed and turned into music by the laptops' inbuilt cameras.

In one of three pieces specially written for the event, the computers also played counterpoint to a jazz trumpeter in a partnership designed to "test the possibilities of digital sound".

Although one of the works, written by Field and two graduate students, was an improvisation, most of the music followed the traditional stave. Field, whose musicians dressed in formal black and used Apple MacBooks, said: "This is obviously innovative but at the same time we want to keep and use the human interaction which is part of a symphony orchestra."

As well as the conducting novelties, this involved laptop liaison which allowed each musician to hear the others - central to success in traditional orchestras - and not to get entirely absorbed in the screen. Field said: "There was a danger that it might end up looking like 50 people writing emails together, but we think we've avoided that."

Field's own composition, 1906, combined a slowed-down early film by Thomas Edison with "new and ethereal" computer-generated sounds.

"The aim," he said, "is to encourage the audience to ponder where technology is taking us."
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Are you more likely to be struck by lightning or win the lottery? (or to die by falling out of bed?)

This entry was posted on 12/5/2006 2:56 AM and is filed under Urban Legends,Health,life,Statistics.
Last week, Time Magazine had a fascinating article on risk and how humans tend to worry about a lot of things that just aren’t very likely, while practically ignoring real and significant probabilities. Instead of being afraid of planes or snakes or mad cow disease, we ought to be afraid of smoking, heart disease, and cancer.
A couple of years ago, I was wondering if it’s really true that the odds of being struck by lightning are greater than the odds of winning the lottery. I had heard this over and over, but I was skeptical enough to check it out…
When you look into it, calculating the odds of being struck by lightning is somewhat complicated. According to Storm Data, a National Weather Service publication, on average seventy-three lightning fatalities are reported in the United States each year. However, due to under-reporting the actual death total is thought to be around one hundred. Fortunately, your odds of being killed when struck by lightning are only one in ten, but this translates into somewhere around one thousand people who are struck by lightning each year nationwide. And, apparently, if you are struck, the National Weather Service expects you to be injured and suffer some degree of disability, because they assume that all lightning injuries get reported.

What are the potential injuries you ask? Well, lightning affects mostly the brain and the nervous system. So, after the intense headaches, ringing in the ears, dizziness, and nausea subside, a lightning victim may typically have problems concentrating and experience short-term memory loss. A lightning victim may typically have problems concentrating and experience short-term memory loss. Wait, huh?
The odds are based upon the estimated total deaths and reported injuries against the 2000 U.S. Census population of approximately 280 million. This puts their calculation of the odds of being struck by lightning in a given year at one in 240,000, while the odds of being struck by lightning in an eighty-year lifetime go all the way up to one in 3,000.
I haven’t been able to figure out which year these calculations were made or when the average was seventy-three deaths per year. During the past few years, the death toll has actually declined to average around fifty per year, while the population has continued to grow. So, I figure the updated odds of being struck by lightning in a lifetime would decrease to around one in 4,500.
So, how does this compare to winning the lottery? Well, according to the Illinois Lottery website, the odds of winning first prize in the Lotto Game are one in 10,179,260, while the odds of winning the Mega Millions Game are only one in 135,145,920. I also read a 2004 Charlotte Observer article about lightning strikes and the lottery that put the odds of winning the Powerball lottery jackpot at one in 120,526,770.
The numbers pretty much speak for themselves. You’re not very likely to win the lottery. By my calculations, if you played the Lotto Game every week for a year, then your odds would become better than the odds of being struck by lightning that year, (assuming of course that you don’t waterski during thunderstorms in the summer.) The Mega Millions and Powerball games have much worse odds. You would really have to buy a ton of tickets to get better odds than being struck by lightning. So, this is one popular belief that turns out to be fact, not fiction.
An interesting fact in the Time article is that more than ten times as many people die from falling out of bed than from being struck by lightning. So, I’m going to take the money I would have spent on the lottery and buy rugs and pads to surround my bed. That way, I’ll live to be a hundred.
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Oprah Talks to Richard Branson

Richard Branson One of the most extraordinary men—tycoon, visionary, knight, and founder of Virgin Airlines—opens up about the world as he sees it today and the remarkable foundation he's just launched to help give peace a chance.

In 1966 a British 16-year-old who had dyslexia and was nearly flunking out of school put his education on hold to start a youth-culture magazine called Student, which he hoped would one day become England's version of Rolling Stone. To finance it, he skipped the usual teenage jobs like store clerk and instead sold advertising space in the magazine; from there, he launched a mail-order record business and opened a music shop on London's Oxford Street.

The magazine did well enough, but 41 years later, those side projects have become the multimillion-dollar conglomerate the world knows as Virgin, the company whose business ventures encompass music, air travel, publishing, and retailing. And the ambitious teenager is now Virgin's charismatic leader, 57-year-old Sir Richard Branson (he was knighted in 1999).

His newest, and greatest, idea is a modest humanitarian proposal: to save the world. Branson and his friend Peter Gabriel, the British rock star, have assembled a council of 12 internationally renowned statesmen and women whose goal is to stop wars, promote peace, stamp out diseases, and curb global warming. Called the Elders, the group is privately funded to avoid becoming beholden to any political or special-interest party. It will be chaired by Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

"Most wars are completely unnecessary," Branson tells me on the afternoon of our conversation. "Intelligent people must come up with alternative ways to disagree." For a man whose optimistic outlook led him to attempt the improbable four decades ago, the Elders is a fledgling investment that could bring an extraordinary return: the possibility of long-standing world peace. 

OPRAH: What's the source of your drive to contribute to the world? It feels like an extraordinary force.

RICHARD: [Laughs] If anybody knows about that force, you do! I love creating things, and as an entrepreneur, I've taken on quite a lot of major corporations and done well. Capitalism is the only system that works, but it has its flaws; for one, it brings great wealth to only a few people. That wealth obviously brings extreme responsibility.

OPRAH: That's not so obvious. You could decide to play all day: fly balloons, race around the world, stretch out on an island and drink tequila.

RICHARD: True. In part, giving back has to do with the way I was brought up and the fact that I've traveled widely and seen terrible situations in the world. To sleep well at night, those of us who are in a position to help must address these situations. I'd get far greater satisfaction out of, say, walking into a hospital I'd built in South Africa than I would by sitting on a beach. I'm fortunate enough to be in a position to make a difference, and I don't want to waste that. I suspect I was also lucky to have parents who drove me from a young age.

OPRAH: Did your parents inspire your creativity and courage?

RICHARD: They certainly encouraged it. They're also good examples of it. My mother has done everything from belly dancing to climbing mountaintops, and in her late 80s, she hasn't slowed down. She spends a lot of time with the Berbers in Morocco, teaching them English. We're still a very close family, and that closeness has given me lots of strength. My parents travel with me wherever I go. They were with me at the first Elders conference in South Africa.

OPRAH: Where did the idea for the Elders come from?

RICHARD: In Africa, villagers look up to elders; they are the moral voice of their community. My friend Peter Gabriel and I felt that the world needed a group of wise leaders to look up to—men and women who are beyond ego, who can look past their borders and take on global issues. That's why we created the Elders—a group of 12 respected people who can intervene in the world's conflicts. Before the Iraq war, I was involved in attempting to avert the conflict. I felt that the only way it could be stopped would be for an elder of great stature to persuade Saddam Hussein to step down and go live elsewhere, in Libya or Saudi Arabia—the same way Idi Amin [the late Ugandan dictator and president] was persuaded to step down. I had hoped we could avoid maiming and killing thousands of people and all the misery to follow. Nelson Mandela seemed to be the obvious elder to do that, since he'd already spoken out against the war. I talked to him, and he agreed to see Saddam if Kofi Annan [former secretary-general of the United Nations] would go with him and if South African president Thabo Mvuyelwa Mbeki gave his blessing. A week later, both agreed, but that same week, the bombing began. So the conversation between Hussein and Mandela never took place.

OPRAH: Did you ever wonder what might have happened if the conversation had been initiated just one week sooner?

RICHARD: I don't live my life thinking about "if only." I just try to think positively about the future. We'll never know for certain what would have happened if we'd gone to Iraq. The important thing is that we've got to do everything we can to prevent other wars. Peter and I created the Elders because we want leaders to arbitrate in conflict situations like the one between the Algeria-supported Polisaro Front and Morocco over the Western Sahara, or the crisis in Darfur. We all know about the big world conflicts: Israel and Palestine, Zimbabwe, and so on. But there are smaller conflicts that aren't even on the world's radar screen; most of the world has no idea that Ethiopia invaded Somalia a year ago. It makes sense for the Elders to sit down with both sides and see whether leaders can come to an understanding. Ten days from now, we're going to the Sudan.

OPRAH: Which of the Elders are going?

RICHARD: Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Jimmy Carter, and [former First Lady of South Africa] Graça Machel. [Former United Nations envoy] Lakhdar Brahimi will join them. The group will meet with both the government and the opposition in the capital city of Khartoum. They'll then travel to Darfur and visit local community leaders. They hope to strengthen the framework for assuring permanent peace in Sudan.

OPRAH: Will you be there?

RICHARD: Yes—but I'm going so that I can observe and learn. As individuals, each of the Elders has the potential to stop wars; collectively, these 12 men and women are powerful. When someone like Nelson Mandela or Kofi Annan is on the phone, people will take that call.

OPRAH: What is your ultimate hope and expectation for the Elders?

RICHARD: I'd love for the Elders to still be around in a thousand years' time. I want to see the group build credibility in the world. I'd also like them to address other major issues, like global warming, dwindling fish stocks, and the horror of unnecessary disease. For instance, AIDS should never have gotten out of control in Africa; it's unforgivable that the world community allowed it to get out of hand.

OPRAH: If the Elders had existed 20 years ago, what difference do you think they might have made in the spread of AIDS in Africa?

RICHARD: They would have alerted the world to the issue, and if a particular president was denying that AIDS was related to HIV and that it was becoming a crisis, they would have had a quiet word with him or her. By moving quickly in situations like that, the Elders would be able to caution the world, and then get the resources to deal with a problem in its infancy.

OPRAH: What happened the first time you gathered the Elders in one room? Were you nervous or intimidated?

RICHARD: Well, I'd already been spending a lot of time with Archbishop Desmond Tutu. He's one of the best human beings alive.

OPRAH: There's no better spirit or vibe to be around.

RICHARD: And he has an absolutely wicked sense of humor!

OPRAH: Yes! I think the fact that he's funny would surprise people.

RICHARD: I'm sure he's told you the one about getting to the kingdom of heaven to find two signs at the entrance: One reads for henpecked men only, and the second reads others. There's a massive queue of men lined up under the henpecked sign, and only one man beneath the others sign. God says to that one man, "You're lucky. How did you make it into this line?" "Well," the man says, "my wife told me to stand here!" And Tutu tells this joke while his wife is sitting right there next to him. Anyway, Peter and I had been working on this idea for five years before we convened the group, so we were exhilarated. Then Nelson Mandela arrived and made a very moving speech. [View this and the other Elders' speeches on theelders.org.] It was the birth of something special. And it's wonderful to have you on the sidelines.

OPRAH: Last question. The Elders have the potential to do powerful work in the world. But what is your hope for ordinary citizens at home?

RICHARD: Peter Gabriel's desire is to use the Internet to connect leaders and citizens everywhere. In particular, we'd like to use retired people as a resource. There are so many incredible people who have knowledge that is often wasted in their later years; why shouldn't a doctor continue using his or her expertise? We want to create local groups of respected elders who can play a part in their communities. I think every person can make a difference. You don't have to be one of the Elders. You don't have to be well known. You just have to be determined to care about people. That's all it takes.

Oprah Talks to Richard Branson
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World’s leading superpowers may soon launch war for Arctic and Antarctic riches

04.12.2007
World’s leading superpowers may soon start fighting for Earth’s poles. It seems that the North Pole will be the first to be divided. The Artic territory was virtually divided during the 20th century into several zones currently owned by near-Arctic countries.

In the summer of 2008 Russia symbolically placed its flag on the bottom of the Arctic shelf, having spurred international controversy on the matter. A statement from Russia’s Ministry for Natural Resources said that the square of Russia’s expanded Arctic shelf will make up 1.2 million square kilometers with the hydrocarbon potential of 4.9 billion tons of fuel.

Russia’s Arctic initiatives made other countries launch their own endeavors on the development of the Arctic treasures.
Similar activities can be observed in the South Pole. Great Britain set out claims for a part of the Antarctic continent in October of the current year. The United Kingdom would like to obtain one million square kilometers of the Antarctic territory under its national jurisdiction. The square of the Antarctic totals 14 million square kilometers, which means that many other countries may put forward similar claims too. However, The Antarctic Treaty signed in 1959 says that the continent is considered to be the common property of mankind that can be divided under no circumstances.

It may seem at first sight that there is nothing valuable in Antarctica – only snow and ice. On the other hand, ice is the biggest value of the frozen continent: Antarctica holds up to 90 percent of world’s fresh water reserves. In addition, it is rich in fish and other biological resources.

Geologists say that the Antarctic shelf is rich with oil. Natural gas, coal, iron ore, copper, nickel, lead, zinc, molybdenum, and precious minerals can be found there too.

The struggle for the Antarctic riches began back in 1819, when the continent was discovered by Russian scientists Lazarev and Bellingshausen. Russia had been trying to reject other countries’ claims for the newly discovered land for 150 years. Eventually, Antarctica failed to become a part of Russia. The USSR and eleven other countries signed the Antarctic Treaty in 1959. It has been officially considered nobody’s land since that time. Furthermore, it is strictly forbidden to conduct industrial activities on the continent.

As experience shows, the issue of the national jurisdiction of Antarctica was simply delayed indefinitely. There is quite a number of countries that still view the frozen land as a source of immense income. For the time being, they conduct scientific research works there. Antarctica was divided into several national sectors, where 12 countries that signed the Antarctic Treaty in 1959 have their research missions.

Nevertheless, the continent became a center of yet another territorial dispute. Australia, for instance, believes that it has a right for a half of the Antarctic territory.

It is worthy of note that the first war for the Antarctic continent has already taken place. Britain and Argentina were in a legal dispute over the Falkland Islands for 25 years. London was actually aiming to strengthen its positions in the struggle for the sixth continent.

There are about 20 countries willing to obtain a piece of Antarctica nowadays. France, Japan and Norway, for instance, are struggling for both the North and the South poles. Japan claims that it is the only country that has the technology to develop Antarctic natural gas fields. Therefore, Japanese officials believe that their country has a full right to own a certain part of Antarctic natural resources.

World’s leading countries have thus been trying to obtain property rights for Antarctica that may come in handy in the near future. Experts say, though, that the political and technological competition may gradually develop into an armed struggle for the Antarctic and Arctic ice.

Translated by Dmitry Sudakov
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Taxi driver who killed woman for not paying fare gets 25 years in prison

08.12.2007 
Fourteen years ago a taxi driver strangled a woman who did not have money to pay taxi fare. He was sentenced to 25 years in prison on Friday.

Lawrence E. Jensen, 57, pleaded guilty to second-degree murder in October.
He admitted he strangled Veronica Neverdusky, 21, in August 1993 and dumped her body in a Kansas City park. Authorities have said Neverdusky was unable to pay her fare and that Jensen became upset with her.

At the sentencing Friday, Jensen read a statement apologizing for the slaying before asking the judge to impose the maximum penalty, defense attorney Jeff Gedbaw said.
Jensen is also charged with murder for the strangulation of Anita Fratzel, 27, in Kansas City, Kansas. Fratzel was killed two days before Neverdusky's body was found. An after hours call to the Wyandotte County public defenders office went unanswered.

According to police, Jensen disappeared after Neverdusky's slaying. Authorities said he showed up at a Nevada police station in May 2002 and confessed that he had "taken the lives of two innocent people" in the Kansas City area.

Kansas City detectives flew to Nevada, but Jensen was gone when they arrived. Nevada police had sent him to a mental facility to be evaluated, and the facility let him go.

The search for Jensen narrowed earlier this year, and police arrested him in Denver in March.
Neverdusky, who had three young children, sometimes worked as a prostitute. Veronica's Voice, an organization formed in 2000 to help prostitutes get off the streets, was named for her.
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Wife of man declared dead after 'accident' knew he was alive                        by ALWYNNE GWILT

December 6, 2007 at 4:00 AM EST
LONDON — The wife of John Darwin, who was believed to have died in a canoeing mishap until he turned up alive on Saturday, has acknowledged she knew he was still alive after the "accident."

Sources told Sky News that Ms. Darwin also said the couple's two sons were not involved.
"It looks as if I am going to be left without a husband, a home or a family now," Ms. Darwin told the Daily Mail. According to the paper, she was preparing to return home to "face the music," adding, "I don't want to live my life as a fugitive."

Ms. Darwin said she didn't know at first that her husband hadn't actually died in 2002, saying "it was years later" that she found out. She said she wasn't sure what made him go to police, although she knew he was returning to England.

The Daily Mirror said this photo the newspaper shot of John and Anne Darwin was taken in July, 2006, in an apartment in Panama City. www.movetopanama.com

The Daily Mirror said this photo the newspaper shot of John and Anne Darwin was taken in July, 2006, in an apartment in Panama City. (www.movetopanama.com)

A former neighbour, Bill Rodriguez, seemed to corroborate her story, telling The Times: "I'm still convinced that she was genuinely shattered when her husband went missing. ... My wife spent hours comforting her in the days and weeks after it happened. She was a woman in mourning. If not, she was one of the greatest actresses in the world."

Mr. Darwin resurfaced when he walked into a London police station looking tanned and in good health and claiming to have lost his memory. Police arrested him yesterday at the home of his 29-year-old son, Anthony, in southern England, and took him to the northeast, where Mr. Darwin and his wife had lived before he disappeared.

The story became front-page news. The Daily Mirror said Mr. Darwin and his wife, Anne, were seen together after his disappearance and printed a photograph it said shows the couple standing in a Panama City apartment they rented last year.

Ms. Darwin said her husband had not spent all his time in Panama but the two had spent a few short holidays there.

Authorities are considering extraditing Ms. Darwin, 55, from Panama to be questioned in Britain. Police said officers were likely to begin questioning Mr. Darwin today.

Police Detective Superintendent Tony Hutchinson, who is leading the investigation in the northern city of Cleveland, said Mr. Darwin's sudden reappearance has "raised a lot of questions and created worldwide interest."

He said police received information three months ago linked to Mr. Darwin's disappearance. A police official said that acquaintances of Mr. Darwin's wife had been in contact with detectives for the past few months after claiming to have overheard her speaking on the phone to her husband. That, along with a sudden transfer of funds by Ms. Darwin to Panama and to her son, as well as suspicious activity involving credit cards, led authorities to reopen the case.

Police believe Mr. Darwin turned himself in after being tipped off that the net was closing on him, possibly by his wife, who became suspicious that her bank accounts were being monitored, or by someone within the investigation, the Associated Press reported yesterday.

The Daily Mirror said its photo of the Darwins was taken in July of 2006, in an apartment in Panama City they rented through the company Move to Panama Corp. It shows them standing with the firm's boss, Mario Vilar.

Mr. Vilar said they had not used the surname Darwin.
"They said they were starting a new life in Panama and we helped them get their feet on the ground," the paper quoted Mr. Vilar as saying. "It's breathtaking to think they were happy to have their picture on the site when they knew they might get caught."
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Treating Uganda patients American doctor encounters Ebola virus

08.12.2007 

Treating his numberless patients in a hospital in western Uganda without any special precautions Dr. Scott Myhre didn’t know what a great risk he took.

Only now does the American physician know the risk he took. The patients were suffering from a new strain of Ebola, a highly contagious disease that has already killed 22 people, including four health workers, among them a doctor Myhre counted as his best friend.

"I'm not in the clear yet but I'm hopeful," Myhre told The Associated Press by telephone from Bundibugyo Hospital, which is at the epicenter of the outbreak. Myhre, who has lived in Uganda for 14 years, must wait 21 days from his last unprotected contact with an Ebola patient to be declared clear of the disease.

For now, he is studiously following the recommended precautions: gowns, gloves, goggles, masks and boots.
Ebola typically kills most of those it strikes through massive blood loss, and has no cure or treatment. It is spread through direct contact with the blood or secretions of an infected person, or objects that have been contaminated with infected secretions.

On Friday, the Ministry of Health said there are 101 suspected cases of Ebola in Bundibugyo district and 22 deaths.

Doctors and nurses did not at first know what they were facing, so failed to protect themselves. Experts say the Ebola subtype that sparked the outbreak is new and the classic Ebola symptoms were not always present, slowing diagnosis. The outbreak began on Aug. 20, but the disease was not confirmed as Ebola until Nov. 29.

Since the confirmation, health workers have fled the job in Bundibugyo.
Hospital officials have been urging staff to return, to little avail. Meanwhile, the 100-bed hospital is trying to discharge all non-emergency patients and is operating very limited services.

"Many of the staff are not coming in but there aren't many patients either," said Myhre, who is from Vienna, Virginia. "The hospital is pretty much empty except for the isolation ward where the Ebola patients are being treated."

The ward houses 24 patients - some of whom are on mattresses on the floor - and is separated from the rest of the hospital by an orange mesh fence. Ebola is not airborne so the fence is designed to stop people wandering in accidentally.

Two teams including infection control doctors from the World Health Organization and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, recently arrived in Uganda to help local officials contain the outbreak. In previous Ebola outbreaks, the virus has often spread in health care centers where doctors and nurses are not properly protected.

Everyday operations at Bundibugyo Hospital are difficult at the best of times. The area - remote even by Ugandan standards - has no electricity. The hospital owns a powerful generator but the cost of fuel prohibits its use for more than a few hours daily. Solar panels provide lighting, and the wards have concrete floors and paint peeling off the walls.

Doctors attending Ebola patients are now being paid a daily risk allowance of US$23 ( EUR 15.70), while nurses and auxiliary staff are getting US$17 (about EUR 11) and US$12 (about EUR 8.20) respectively - up to twice what they normally receive.

"It is difficult to be with the patients sometimes, there is a lot of emotional pressure and a lot of hard work to be done," said David Kasumba, a nurse who has worked at the hospital for 12 years. "The patients are scared. We try to reassure them but it doesn't always work. They have seen what it can do."
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What's Your Sign? (No, Seriously)

Turns out astrology may not be such a flaky concept after all.                                  By Gabrielle LeBlanc

Astrology Isn't Flaky Are you a supposedly sensible woman who knows not only your sun sign but whether you were born on the cusp? Have you based dating searches on whether you two are a good astrological match? Have you ever, upon learning a new friend's birthday, recoiled and thought, Yikes, a Scorpio?

Doctors may soon agree with you: Increasing evidence suggests that the link between birth date and behavior can indeed be explained by the stars—or at least our closest one, the sun. Scientists hypothesize that the amount of light to which mothers are exposed during pregnancy is partly responsible for season-of-birth effects in their offspring. People born in the fall have been found to be more likely to develop panic disorder and/or drug abuse problems; in late winter and early spring to become schizophrenic; and in spring and early summer to have propensities for anorexia, suicide, and dyslexia. According to a review of these epidemiological studies in New Scientist, "the question is no longer if the seasons affect mental health, but how."

One way that sunlight, or the lack of it, may play a role is through its effects on maternal levels of vitamin D (which is synthesized in the skin; its production requires sunlight). "We have good evidence that vitamin D deficiency in early life affects both brain development and behavior in adulthood," says Thomas Burne, PhD, a neuroscientist at Queensland Centre for Mental Health Research, Brisbane, Australia. 

He and his colleagues have found that rats deprived of vitamin D in the later stages of fetal development are born with abnormally large lateral ventricles (fluid-filled spaces under the cortex on each side of the brain)—a feature seen in schizophrenic human patients. The rats also showed behaviors related to schizophrenia, including increased locomotor activity and social withdrawal.

Sunlight may affect fetal brain development through its effects on maternal melatonin production as well. Melatonin is produced by the pineal gland, a pea-size organ deep in the brain; its synthesis is suppressed by sunlight. Recent research suggests that beyond helping to regulate the sleep-wake cycle, melatonin may act as an antidepressant. Variations in a mother's melatonin levels could directly affect the brain of the fetus and, in turn, his or her emotional development.

Amateur astrologers will notice similarities between the mental health issues associated with different birth seasons and personality traits traditionally ascribed to the sun signs: an increased risk of schizophrenia in think-outside-the-box Aquarius and visionary Pisces, and of anorexia with food-fixated Taurus.

As season-of-birth effects are studied, Pisces, Virgos, and (gasp) Scorpios shouldn't worry. Like your genes, your sign doesn't automatically mean you're condemned to a lifetime of horror-scopes.
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Huge blast in fireworks plant                                     by Heath Gilmore and Eamonn Duff

December 9, 2007

A MAJOR explosion ripped through one of the biggest fireworks factories in Australia late last night, smashing windows of homes more than one kilometre away.

The Howard & Sons factory at Wallerawang, between Lithgow and Bathurst, exploded at 10pm, setting off blasts lasting nearly 90 minutes, prompting more than 50 calls to emergency services.

Police evacuated 10 homes in a one-kilometre exclusion zone in case of a major explosion in storage areas at the site.

Witness Luke Phillips said the 2000 residents of Wallerawang watched helplessly at the pyrotechnic show from the factory two kilometres outside town.

"It sounded and felt like a mini earthquake shaking all the buildings," said Mr Phillips, whose family are the licensees of the Commercial Hotel.

"My old man went out to have a look and there was a house about one kilometre away whose doors and windows were blown in."

Wallerawang resident Angela Knight said: "It was like a bomb went off, the whole house shook and windows shattered at neighbouring properties. We were all fine, just a little shaken and so far I haven't heard of any injuries."

Sergeant Darryl Goodwin, from Lithgow police, said an unknown number of houses had windows blown out. He said the roof of an unoccupied house collapsed.

"At this stage no one is hurt but we still have people out at the scene," he said.

Howard & Sons director Andrew Howard said: "The reports I'm receiving are that nobody has been injured, all our immediate neighbours are safe.

"The explosion occurred at approximately 10pm.

"None of our personnel were at the facility working today so there's no indication at this stage of what might have led to this occurring."

Responding to news the initial blasts were heard more than 30 kilometres away, Mr Howard said: "It doesn't surprise me. We're dealing with fireworks, that's the chemistry of them. But of course, I'm concerned about the size of the explosion."

He said while the company wasn't providing fireworks for the Sydney Harbour New Year's Eve spectacular, it was set to supply "just about everywhere else".

"It's our busiest time, we have a lot of work through this festive time. We supply all over Australia and indeed all over the world," he said.

The company employs 17 people at the factory as well as a further 25 full-time and 100 casual staff.

The company, which celebrated its 85th anniversary this year, represented Australia at the inaugural Malaysian International Fireworks Competition held in Putrajaya, near Kuala Lumpur in August.
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Clinton turns to her 88-year-old mother's support in pre-election campaign

08.12.2007 
Unlike her rival Barack Obama, who turned to celebrity in his pre-election campaign, Hillary Clinton brought her 88-year-old mother to support her party.

Clinton , locked in a tight race with Obama and former Sen. John Edwards in the state's leadoff caucuses, planned a two-day series of grass-roots events encouraging people to "bring a buddy" to the Jan. 3 caucuses.
"I wanted to bring a buddy with me so I brought my mother, Dorothy Rodham," said Clinton . "She lives with Bill and me and she's been following the campaign very closely. She has a lot of questions that I try to answer."
Continuing the family focus, Clinton's campaign announced that her former president husband Bill will return to the state on Monday to stump on her behalf. Hillary Clinton opened her latest presidential campaign swing at a Des Moines high school where she held her first campaign event in Iowa nearly a year ago.

With the opening event of the nominating season less than four weeks away, all of the leading rivals are beginning to focus on generating turnout at those caucuses, likely to be decided by about 150,000 Democratic activists.
Obama was grabbing the lion's share of the attention over a hectic political weekend, opening a campaign swing on Saturday with talk-show maven Oprah Winphrey, making two stops in Iowa and then stops in New Hampshire and South Carolina , also early voting states.

Clinton sought to counter that by bringing along her mother, a move aimed at underscoring the human side of a candidate viewed by many as cold and calculating. She regaled her audience about a family trip her siblings and parents made to Iowa 53 years ago, recalling that they stayed at a place called the Tall Corn Motel.

"I want to thank you for being here, mom," said Clinton . "Thanks for coming back to Iowa with me."
Iowa's precinct caucuses are far different from a traditional primary, essentially neighborhood meetings in all of the state's nearly 2,000 precincts where activists must publicly declare their allegiance and bargain with their neighbors over electing delegates to the next phase in the process. Many who have not taken part in caucuses are intimidated by that public process, and the thrust of Clinton's campaign is to convince backers to actually take the plunge and go to a caucus.

"Caucusing is more fun with a friend and you need to bring a buddy to caucus," said Clinton . "The caucuses are easy and we will help you understand what to do."

The race for Iowa's leadoff precinct caucuses has stayed tight, with very high consequences for the race. Clinton holds a solid lead in many of the other early voting states, and some strategists see little chance of denying her the nomination if she can win in Iowa , her toughest early state.

In addition to offering a human side, Clinton was peppering her campaign rhetoric with more heat.

"We need a president who wakes up every morning thinking about what's really going on in America ," said Clinton . "We need to lead again with our values so we can be proud of our country."

Her core argument against Obama is that she has more experience than a first-term member of the Senate, but that was relegated to a brief reference in her opening campaign event.

"They know that change is just a word if you don't have the strength and experience to make it happen," said Clinton .

Her husband was focusing heavily on college campuses in next week's trip, targeting a group that Obama has worked hard. Obama has made a concerted effort to increase the number of young people showing up for caucuses while Clinton has sought to bolster the number of women supporters show up.

She has prepared a slick video featuring her husband and former Iowa Gov. Tom Vilsack seeking to "demystify" the Iowa caucus process, and that video is now an opening staple of her campaign as she begins focusing on crucial turnout efforts,

In her speech, Clinton said her mother would accompany her throughout the weekend. Dorothy Rodham did not speak, and was assisted from the stage after being introduced.
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The Truth About Diet and Cancer

Some recent studies suggest that a low-fat diet will not reduce cancer rates, but the facts speak for themselves.

October 2007

Cutting Your Risk of Cancer

It feels like déjà vu all over again. In February 2006, headlines proclaimed “Low-Fat Diet Does Not Cut Health Risks.” Data from the Women’s Health Initiative (WHI) study concluded that a low-fat diet did not reduce the risk of breast cancer. Some women said, Why bother? There’s nothing I can do.

That concerns me. In 30 years of research, I’ve seen what a difference comprehensive lifestyle changes can make. The problem with the WHI study was that most of the women didn’t alter their diets very much. But those who achieved the greatest reduction in fat intake did have a decreased risk.

Now comes another study, and more confusion. In July, findings from the Women’s Healthy Eating and Living Study were released. Some 1,500 women previously treated for early-stage breast cancer were asked to cut fat to 15% to 20% of their calories and to eat more fruits and vegetables.

But they reported eating more fruit at the beginning of the study than at the end. And their fat intake on average rose, from 28.5% of calories to 28.9%. However, women who consumed less than 23.8% of calories from fat did have a significantly lower risk of breast cancer than those who got more than 33.4%.

Other studies have also found that diet can have a profound effect on cancer risk. In one, breast cancer survivors who lowered their fat intake to 20% (about 33 grams a day) cut their risk of recurrence after five years by 24%, compared with those who ate 51 grams of fat a day. An NIH-AARP study concluded, “Dietary fat intake was directly associated with the risk of postmenopausal invasive breast cancer.” And Swedish researchers found a direct link between a high fat intake among postmenopausal women and breast cancer. In the Harvard Nurses’ Health Study II, mostly premenopausal women who ate the most animal fat had a higher risk of breast cancer.

What is it about fat? One theory is that certain types cause inflammation and trigger estrogen, both of which may promote cancer.

Bottom line: When you stick to a low-fat, healthy diet, you not only feel better, you really can lower your risk of cancer.

The Anticancer Diet

One of the lessons of these studies is that moderate changes (a diet with 20% to 30% of calories from fat) may be sufficient to help prevent breast cancer. But if you’ve already been diagnosed, you probably need to make bigger changes. Aim for less than 10% to 15% of calories from fat, and note these guidelines.

Eat well. There are thousands of food substances that have powerful protective properties. With few exceptions, these factors are found in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes and some fish, so emphasize these foods to minimize your risk. Take 3 grams a day of fish oil, and stay away from all other added oils. Drink green tea. Avoid foods high in fat and refined carbohydrates, which may promote cancer, and avoid alcohol. A recent study of 240,000 women found that those who were postmenopausal and who had one drink per day had a 30% higher rate of dying from breast cancer than women who didn’t drink.

Exercise. Walk 30 minutes a day. Women who do regular physical activity may reduce the incidence of breast cancer by 20% to 30%.

Ease up. Chronic stress may increase the risk of breast cancer. Research shows that women with breast cancer who were the most depressed had a significantly increased risk of relapse or death. So breathe, meditate, do yoga, pray, practice tai chi. And spend time with friends and family: Women with metastatic breast cancer who met in a support group once a week for a year lived nearly twice as long as those who didn’t have the emotional support.
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Kylie: I'm homing in on Oz                                            by Christine Sams

December 3, 2007

Kylie Minogue will definitely bring her new concert tour to Australia, says a source close to the singer.

Minogue, who announced some of her European tour dates during the week, will include Australian dates on the roster.

When asked whether Minogue would be playing concerts here too, the well-placed insider answered with an emphatic "yes".

It will be good news for Minogue fans, who were left in doubt about Minogue's touring intentions after reports surfaced from Britain that the singer had initially cancelled tour plans because of continuing health concerns.

Her management responded by saying it couldn't cancel a tour it hadn't announced (fair enough).

The first official details of Minogue's touring plans were revealed last week. The KylieX 2008 tour will begin in Paris on May 6 and will take in European cities including Prague, Berlin and Budapest, before finishing in Britain throughout July.

The singer will perform songs from her new album X, which topped the charts in Australia, in a show that is being described as "totally different" to extravaganzas staged by Minogue in the past.

Minogue, 39, has been discussing suitable dates for the Australian tour with her long-time promoter, Michael Gudinski. At this stage, it is likely the singer will visit Australia at the conclusion of her European shows but the Aussie shows are said to be a key priority.
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WHAT A TURN ON!

‘Gay gene’ switched on in flies

Homosexuality can be ‘switched on and off’ by mutating just one gene. Research at the University of Illinois shows that male fruit flies with a mutation in the ‘genderblind’, or GB, gene can’t smell the difference between males and females.

The bisexual flies get over-stimulated by pheromones released by other males, who they then attempt to court and copulate with. Genderblind mutants have a malfunctioning nervous system: glial cells normally soak up excess neurotransmitter from around synapses, but in mutants their broken transporters don’t allow enough uptake, so the neurones get over excited.

Numerous animals show homosexual behaviour. The researchers say that the genderblind gene is similar to xCT genes in mammals, adding to the debate on whether homosexuality is inherited and if humans possess a ‘gay gene’.

ENERGY VS ECOLOGY

Red Sea dam damned?

The Middle East may be rich in crude oil, but it’s now considering other sources to meet its growing energy demands. One proposal is to generate hydroelectric power by damming the Red Sea. The ambitious engineering project could generate 50 gigawatts, 15 times the output of the largest nuclear power plant in the US.

But a study led by Roelof Dirk Schuiling of Utrecht University in the Netherlands shows the dam would also harm local ecosystems. The World Wildlife Fund reports that this has already happened near major rivers such as the Danube, Ganges and Nile.

The inlet experiences an especially high rate of evaporation. Without an inflow of water from the Indian Ocean, the already salty Red Sea would get even saltier, seriously affecting marine life.

CRITICAL GAS

Giant planets unstable when too close to stars
Why is the atmosphere of Jupiter thin and stable, while gas giants outside our Solar System are volatile and expanding? Planetary scientists from UCL think they’ve sussed it out: it depends how close the planet is to the nearest sun.

Jupiter orbits our Sun at 5 Astronomical Units (AU), in other words five times the distance between Earth and the Sun. If Jupiter were less than 0.15AU away, its atmosphere would boil and escape into space. This is what happens with extrasolar gas giants like HD209458b, which orbits its star 100 times closer than Jupiter does.

Just as our protective ozone layer is made up of oxygen, Jupiter produces H3+, a form of hydrogen that radiates sunlight back into space. If a gas giant gets too close to its star, the hydrogen becomes too unstable to become H3+ and the planetary atmosphere eventually evaporates.

HOLIDAY AT HOME

Global warming widens tropical belt

A team of US climatologists warn that global warming is expanding the tropical belt towards the poles. Studying satellite data, they tracked several atmospheric markers, such as jet streams and storms. All markers point to a widening of the tropical belt and, worse, it’s happening much faster than predicted by computer models.

The US is already being hit by frequent tropical storms, but this is just the tip of the (rapidly melting) iceberg. Poorer countries, many of which lie in the tropics, may not be able to adapt rapidly enough to combat the effects of climate change.
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English and Norman Society                By Dr Mike Ibeji

How different were the English and Norman societies on the eve of the conquest? Having the same ancestral heritage, it shouldn't be a surprise to learn that the fundamental differences were small. 


Immigration and land

To speak of the 'differences' between English and Norman society is to start from the wrong standpoint. We should never forget that the Normans and the Anglo-Saxons came from the same basic stock.

At rock bottom, they were each Scandinavian immigrants who had settled in another land and taken over from its ruling aristocracy. It should therefore not surprise us that on a fundamental level, English and Norman social structures were very similar. What is interesting is the way these similarities received different shadings because of the time and place in which each side had finally settled down.

For both societies, land was the defining currency. The Lord owned land, which he parcelled out amongst his followers in return for service. They in turn settled the land as minor lords in their own right, surrounded by a retinue of warriors to whom they would grant gifts as rewards for good service and as tokens of their own good lordship (of which the greatest gift was land).

Success in war generated more land and booty which could be passed around. If a lord wasn't successful or generous enough, his followers would desert him for a 'better' lord. It was a self-perpetuating dynamic fuelled by expansion and warfare in which the value of a man was determined by his warlike ability: the lord led warriors; the warrior fought for his lord; they were both serviced by non-fighting tenant farmers who owed their livelihoods to the lord; and below them came the unfree slaves.

The hearth
The basic building block of the system was the hearth. On his land, the Lord owned a hearth-hall, within which he housed his retinue of warriors. His tenants brought their produce to this hall, feeding and maintaining the retinue. In return, the Lord provided all on his land with security. It was when he was unable to provide that security that the lord got worried: lack of security was the defining trait of 'bad' lordship.

This is best exemplified in the epic Saxon poem Beowulf, in which the adventurer Beowulf is drawn to the hearth of the Danish king Hrothgar by the king's famed generosity. There, he rids Hrothgar of the monsters which are threatening the security of his hearth and is generously rewarded. Beowulf finally dies trying to win a treasure hoard from a dragon threatening his own land - a potent combination of security and gold, the two driving forces of lordship in his time.

Administration

In 10th Century Anglo-Saxon England, this dynamic had been complicated by a highly chequered history. In administrative terms, it meant that pre-Norman England had become the most 'organised' state in Western Europe. The king controlled a land divided into shires and hundreds, on which taxation was assessed and levied. These taxes were collected in coin from the burhs and fresh coin was minted 3 times a year in 60 royal mints arranged throughout the country. In this respect, it was a very Roman system.

It is even likely (though not certain) that Edward the Confessor had a Chancery headed by the clerk Regenbald. The whole system was run by a set of royal officers, the shire reeves (sheriffs), with individual reeves looking after each hundred.

The Germanic system

An Anglo-Saxon Housecarl

Overlaid onto this was the old Germanic system of lordship and the hearth, but it had been altered almost beyond recognition by the demands of the previous two centuries.

Military service was still technically based on land 'loaned' from a lord in return for service. Yet by the 10th Century, this land had often been granted away in the form of 'bookland' which was a royal gift in perpetuity to a loyal retainer. Alfred and his successors had dealt with the problem by instituting the fyrd and military obligation was measured in hides.

In essence, the Anglo-Saxon kings had bypassed the problem of lordship by imposing duties on the land itself. Large landowners were now expected to bring a retinue of thegns with them, based on the hideage of their land, and the very definition of a thegn was someone who could afford to arm himself as a warrior with the proceeds of his land. The more powerful thegns themselves had retinues of housecarls, old-style military retainers who served in the hope of being granted bookland and thegn status in return for their loyalty.

The Norman system

By contrast, the Norman system was much more basic. In Saxon terms, the Normans were second or third generation immigrants to Northern France. According to their own foundation myth, the land of Normandy was granted to their founder, Rollo c.911, and he and his successors ruled it as 'marcher' lords of the frontier on behalf of the Frankish king. Therefore, the Norman system was coloured by Frankish practice and was still firmly entrenched in the familia - the lord's hearth.

Whilst technically the Norman Duke had the power to call out a general levy (much like the fyrd), he usually relied on his military familia, which was the complex set of family ties and loyalties he had established with the great magnates who occupied his land. By the time of William, this relationship had hardened from one of mutuality in which the Norman nobles were fidelis (faithful men), to one of dominance, in which the duke was dominus (lord). William himself had had a lot to do with that change. It was this familia which helped govern the country and owed personal loyalty to the duke.

Though Norman dukes controlled the coinage in their domain, no new coins had been minted since the time of William's grandfather. The duke still called upon his nobles to provide an army when he wanted to go to war, and they obliged in the expectation of a share in the spoils of conquest.

Differences

In essence, both systems had a similar root, but the differences were crucial. The Norman system had led to the development of a mounted military élite totally focussed on war, while the Anglo-Saxon system was manned by what was in essence a levy of farmers, who rode to the battlefield but fought on foot. That is not to say that the English thegn was any less formidable than the Norman knight, as Hastings was to show. In the crucial months leading up to the Hastings campaign however, Harold was to be hamstrung by the limitations of the fyrd. On the 14th October 1066, much of Harold's tiny force was made up of the housecarls of his most powerful magnates because the fyrd had been disbanded.

Similarities

Yet the similarities remain more important than the differences. On a macro level, they meant that William could come in and superimpose the Norman system onto the Saxon with virtually no problem - the thegns simply became Norman knights (or Norman knights became thegns, however you want to look at it). The emphasis of obligation returned to the old familia structure, which we used to call feudalism until it became a dirty word. The methods of Anglo-Saxon kingly control, the use of writs, courts and sheriffs became the instruments of dominance for the new Norman king, who also introduced the concept of justiciars and regents to represent the king when he was abroad in the rest of his land.

County society

On a micro level, the differences were even smaller. Look at Anglo-Saxon Jorvik or Norman Rouen, and the two are pretty indistinguishable. Both were emporia with similar social structures in terms of tenements and mercantile quarters dedicated to specific trades. In the countryside, the Domesday Book illustrates that the only thing which changed was the name of the landlord. Villages remained much the same as they had for hundreds of years: with villani and bordars, rights of sake and soke, woodland measured in the number of pigs it could support and mills and minor industries run on behalf of the lord by the local reeve. Perhaps one in every 100 villages was transformed by the appearance of a castle (a Norman innovation in England), but other than that, often even the thegn remained the same.

English law

Finally, the Normans introduced one major change into English law. Prior to the Conquest, cases were tried in front of juries selected from the hundred on the basis of Trial by Ordeal, or Trial by Oath Taking.

Oath Taking was a specifically Saxon process whereby a man would rely on the oaths of his lord and peers to vouch for his innocence and good name - the higher the status of your oath-helper, the better your chances of success. It relied on good lordship and reciprocity to make it work (and we can see it in action in the sworn testimonies of the Domesday Book).

These were complemented by the Norman practice of Trial by Battle, in which the judgement of God was determined not by the speed it took you to heal from the Ordeal, but by the success of your champion in battle. In this, it typified the military onus of Norman society and provides a final telling example of the cruder nature of the Conquerors.
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HISTORIC FIGURES

Agricola (40 - 93 AD)

Agricola was a Roman statesman and soldier who, as Roman governor of Britain, conquered large areas of northern England, Scotland and Wales. His life is well-known to us today because his son-in-law, the historian Tacitus, wrote a detailed biography of him which survives.

Gnaeus Julius Agricola was born on 13 July 40 AD in southern France, then part of the Roman Empire, into a high-ranking family. He began his career as a military tribune in Britain and may have participated in the crushing of Boudicca's uprising in 61 AD. During the civil war of 69 AD Agricola supported Vespasian in his successful attempt to become emperor. Agricola was appointed to command a Roman legion in Britain. He then served as governor of Aquitania (south-east France) for three years, and after a period in Rome, in 78 AD he was made governor of Britain.
As soon as he arrived, Agricola began campaigning to assert Roman authority in north Wales. According to Tacitus he crossed the Menai Straits and took Anglesey. From 79 - 80 AD, Agricola moved north to Scotland where he consolidated Roman military control and masterminded the building of a string of forts across the country from west to east. From 81 - 83 AD, Agricola campaigned north of the Forth-Clyde line and confronted the Caledonian tribes under Calgacus at the battle of Mons Graupius in 84 AD. The Caledonians were routed but despite Agricola's claim that the island had now been conquered, the threat to Roman security from the north was not completely removed.

The following year, Agricola was recalled to Rome and died there on 23 August 93 AD. 

Konrad Adenauer (1876-1967)

Adenauer was West Germany's first chancellor and a key figure in rebuilding the country after World War Two.
Konrad Adenauer was born in Cologne on 5 January 1876, the son of a lawyer. He studied at the universities of Freiburg, Munich and Bonn before himself becoming a lawyer. He became a member of Cologne City Council, and in 1917 lord mayor of the city. He was elected to the Provincial Diet and, in 1920, became president of the Prussian State Council, making him one of the most influential politicians in Germany.
Adenauer was replaced as mayor of Cologne after the Nazis came to power, and was briefly imprisoned in 1934. He was arrested by the Gestapo in September 1944 and accused of involvement in the failed July bomb plot against Hitler.
The United States, which liberated Cologne, appointed Adenauer mayor again, but he was dismissed soon afterwards by the British military government. Adenauer set about forming a new political party - the Christian Democratic Union (CDU). In 1948, he was made president of the Parliamentary Council which drew up a constitution for the three western zones of Germany. These were the zones occupied by the French, British and Americans. The Soviets occupied the eastern zone of Germany and installed a Communist government.

Adenauer was elected Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany on 15 September 1949. His main aim was to ensure West Germany's transition to a sovereign, democratic state. Military occupation of West Germany ended in 1952 and in 1955 West Germany was recognised internationally as an independent nation. It joined NATO in 1955 and the European Economic Community in 1957.
Adenauer was particularly keen to encourage closer ties with the USA and France. He opened diplomatic relations with the USSR and eastern European communist nations, but refused to recognise the German Democratic Republic (East Germany). Adenauer also negotiated a compensation agreement with Israel in recognition of the crimes perpetrated against Jews by the Nazis.

Adenauer retired as chancellor in 1963, remaining head of the CDU until 1966. He died near Bonn on 20 April 1967. 

Prince Albert (1819 - 1861)

Albert was the husband and consort of Queen Victoria and a significant influence on his wife. She never recovered from his premature death.

Albert Francis Charles Augustus Emmanuel of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha was born on 26 August 1819 at Schloss Rosenau, in Bavaria, the younger son of the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. When he was seven, his father divorced his mother on grounds of adultery, and she was sent to live in Switzerland and forbidden to see her children. Albert was educated at Bonn University. In 1840, he married his cousin, Queen Victoria. The marriage was unpopular in some quarters, and parliament resisted granting Albert what his wife regarded as a suitable allowance.
Albert's role as advisor to his wife came into full force after the death of Lord Melbourne, the prime minister, who had exerted a strong paternal influence over Victoria, and Albert began to act as the queen's private secretary. He encouraged in his wife a greater interest in social welfare and invited Lord Shaftesbury, the driving force behind successive factory acts, to Buckingham Palace to discuss the matter of child labour. His constitutional position was a difficult one, and although he exercised his influence with tact and intelligence, he never enjoyed great public popularity during Victoria's reign. It wasn't until 1857 that he was formally recognised by the nation and awarded the title Prince Consort.

Albert took an active interest in the arts, science, trade and industry. He masterminded the Great Exhibition of 1851, with a view to celebrating the great advances of the British industrial age and the expansion of the empire. He used the profits to help to establish the South Kensington museums complex in London.
In the autumn of 1861, Albert intervened in a diplomatic row between Britain and the United States and his influence probably helped to avert war between the two countries. When he died suddenly of typhoid on 14 December, Victoria was overwhelmed by grief and remained in mourning until the end of her life. She commissioned a number of monuments in his honour, including the Royal Albert Memorial in Kensington Gardens completed in 1876. Albert and Victoria had nine children, most of whom married into the other royal houses of Europe. 
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SLOW EMOTION

Time slows down during scary situations

Extreme sports enthusiasts are living longer through a trick of the mind. Brains don’t work faster during emotional events, but frightening situations are probably remembered better, making it seem like they last longer.

People often report that time moves more slowly when their life is threatened, say US neuroscientists. In these situations the ‘fight or flight’ hormone adrenaline courses through the body, making it more responsive. If adrenaline also affects the brain, this could make it better at telling the time.

The researchers tested the theory by dropping volunteers from a high tower, providing 31 frightening metres of freefall (10 metres per second). Each wore a watch flashing digits just slow enough to read. During the fall, the random numbers were flashed six milliseconds quicker. Although volunteers couldn’t read the slightly faster flashes, they still estimated that their falls lasted 36 per cent longer than those of others.

MEMORY CHIMP

Humans beaten in memory test

We might like to think that our brain power is superior to other species. But tests comparing our memory ability to that of chimpanzees prove otherwise.

Tetsuro Matsuzawa, of Kyoto University in Japan, carried out a memory test on six chimps and nine university students. As in Nintendo’s Brain Training game, the digits 1 to 9 were randomly scattered around a computer screen. Numbers were then replaced by blank boxes and test subjects had to touch them in the correct order.

Seven-year-old chimp Ayumu performed the best. He correctly remembered number sequences 80 per cent of the time, while his human counterparts had only a 40 per cent success rate.

CROAK AND DAGGER

Parasite could drive frogs to extinction

Tadpoles of freshwater frog populations across the US are being felled by a previously unknown parasite. Genetic tests by a team at the University of Georgia, US, have shown that the killer is related to Perkinsus, a mass murderer of marine shellfish.

While little is known about the biology of the mysterious parasite, the effects on its hosts are evident. The single-celled organism infects every organ, causing severe damage to the liver in particular, by killing off virtually all liver cells. The tadpoles become heavy and sluggish – and more prone to predation.

Protecting the tadpoles from infection is virtually impossible, as parasites like these have clever ways of evading host immune systems. If these frogs become extinct, it will have a considerable impact on freshwater ecosystems.
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Background to the Conquest                part 1                                                    By Dr Mike Ibeji

The history behind the battle of Hastings and the Norman Conquest began 50 years before William's army set foot on English soil at Pevensey. It is a story of intrigue, deception and treachery. 


Cnut's takeover

When William, Duke of Normandy defeated Harold Godwinson on the field of Hastings, he was conquering a nation of collaborators.
The story of the Norman Conquest does not start in 1066, but 50 years earlier, with another invasion and another group of Norsemen. In 1016, Cnut, King of Denmark, seized the kingdom of England by exploiting the bitter rivalries between king Aethelred Unraed (without counsel), his son Edmund Ironside and his closest advisors. Cnut's takeover had not been unexpected: many English magnates had been aligning themselves for just such an eventuality - most important among them being Eadric, ealdorman of Mercia, whose treachery at the Battle of Ashingdon handed Cnut the throne.

'...traitors were never trusted but collaboration paid.'

Eadric did not get quite the reward he expected. At the Christmas court of 1017, Cnut stunned the English with the murder of ealdorman Eadric, his supporters and every member of Aethelred's royal family he could get his hands on. Only Edward and his brothers, the younger sons of Aethelred, survived. They fled to Normandy, where they took refuge with Duke Richard II, brother of their mother Emma.

In place of the murdered magnates, Cnut installed his own men, both Danish and English, loyal to himself. The most prominent of these were Earls Leofric and Godwine, who prospered under the new Danish régime. They and their families had learned two valuable lessons from the Danish conquest: traitors were never trusted, but collaboration paid. Cnut also secured his external position by marrying Emma, maintaining a link to the old régime and ensuring that the Duke of Normandy would not come out in favour of the dispossessed Edward.

The Godwines

Edward spent the next 30 years in exile under the protection of his uncle, Duke Richard II and his successors. Whilst there, he made several friends, among them Eustace of Boulogne and the Breton Ralph the Staller. On his return to England in 1042, as Edward the Confessor, he promoted many of these Frenchmen into positions of influence, as a counterbalance to the overweening power of the Godwine family.

'...a notorious group called the Frenchmen...'

The Godwines had prospered greatly while Edward was away. Under Cnut and his successors, they had amassed so much land that they were second only in power and wealth to that of the King. So when Edward returned after the death of Cnut's son, Harthacnut, he found his position hamstrung by Cnut's old Earls. He tried to offset this by allying himself with Earls Leofric and Siward, the enemies of Godwine, and by promoting his own friends, a notorious group called the 'Frenchmen' who were made up of the Norman and French nobles with whom Edward had shared his young adulthood.

William of Normandy

Meanwhile, Normandy was embroiled in its own succession crisis. Duke Richard II's son, Robert, had died in 1035, leaving an 8-year-old bastard son, William as his heir. William's formative years were immersed in assassination, exile and civil war, from which he emerged in 1047 at the Battle of Val-ès-Dunes as the dominant power in Normandy, with his capital at Rouen, a prosperous trading settlement much like Viking Jorvik (York).

William was a large man, of exceptional strength and appearance. His tomb at St Etienne in Caen was despoiled by Calvinists during the Reformation, but its size and analysis of the one remaining thigh bone show that he was remarkably tall for a medieval man, standing at 5'10". He had inordinate strength: William of Malmesbury describes how he could draw a bow that no other man could draw, whilst spurring on a horse.

He was also ruthlessly efficient, and thanks to his childhood valued personal loyalty and the unbreakable ties of the family above all else. To this end, he promoted his two half-brothers into key positions. Robert became Count of Mortain and Odo became Bishop of Bayeux. In 1050, he married Matilda, daughter of the Count of Flanders in what seems to have been a genuine love-match. He doted on his wife and trusted her judgement enough in later life to leave her as his regent in Normandy.

Edward the Confessor

'...he was aware he might never have children...'

Edward, by contrast, was already an old man. He had spent his entire adult life waiting for the chance to be King of England, and having achieved it had found his power circumscribed by the over-powerful subjects of his predecessors, so much so that he was forced to marry Edith, daughter of Godwine, in a marriage of dynastic expediency. The chroniclers say that he despised his wife so much that he never consummated the marriage. Instead, he 'found God' throwing himself into pious works, the most enduring of which was the foundation of Westminster Abbey. So by 1051, it is entirely possible that he was aware he might never have children, so long as he remained married to Edith.

In 1051, he acted against the Godwines. The lever he used was a dispute between Eustace of Boulogne and Earl Godwine sparked by an incident at Dover. Eustace, on the orders of the King, tried to take over the town. Godwine resisted, and when he was called to account, chose to flee into exile with his sons rather than face a prejudiced tribunal. Edward immediately put aside Edith, and at the same time, William of Normandy came to visit England.

William gains power

Later Norman chronicles claim that on this visit Edward offered William the crown of England. It is difficult to see why. Edward was in the most powerful position he had achieved since his accession in 1042. He had got rid of the Godwines and his appointees were in all the positions of power. He had also put aside his wife, and no doubt could have found a way round the divorce/annulment problem in one of the many time-honoured traditions.

Yet it can also be argued that knowing whilst he remained married to Edith that he would remain childless, Edward chose to vest the future of the kingdom into the hands of his old friend and protector's family, which had just proven its fecundity with the birth of William's son Robert. We will never know. What is certain is that if Edward did offer William the kingdom at this point, it would not be the last time he gave it away. The promise was essentially worthless (though of course we know that William did not wish to view it that way).

'...his former allies teamed up against him...'

William himself had rather more pressing things on his mind by 1052. He had become so powerful that his former allies had teamed up against him, forcing him to defend his position. However, by 1060, both Henry I of France and Geoffrey of Anjou had died leaving weak successors, and William was poised to expand again. This expansion had a purpose. William was well aware of the vulnerable position of Normandy, surrounded on three sides by enemies, and his actions from 1062 onwards were designed to ensure that Normandy - and the personal patrimony of its dukes - would remain secure.

'...he was invading merely to secure his inheritance.'

In 1062, he invaded the neighbouring county of Maine. His justification for this is worth noting, for William claimed that Count Hubert of Maine had agreed to marry one of William's daughters and leave his domain to William if he died without heirs. Hubert is supposed to have named William his heir on his deathbed, and William claimed that he was invading merely to secure his inheritance. This is the first of three times this excuse was used to justify conquest in William's life: the only time it ever seems to be believed is over England.

The increasing personal power of William is demonstrated by the change in terminology on Norman charters at this time. Norman nobles cease being fidelis (faithful) men, and the duke becomes their dominus (lord). The change is significant. William was now exercising control in Normandy through his own personal patronage, favouring his most powerful friends and supporters. Among these were his childhood friends William fitzOsbern and Roger de Montgomery, who had become his closest and most trusted advisors and confidants, alongside his half-brothers Robert de Mortain and Odo of Bayeux.
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Harold

Back in England, the Godwines had returned. They were back by 1052, even more powerful than before, and Edward's Frenchmen were forced to flee the kingdom. When Godwine died in 1053, his mantle was taken up by his son Harold Godwinson. In 1055, Earl Siward of Northumbria died whilst his son, Waltheof, was too young to succeed him, and Harold manoeuvred his brother Tostig into the earldom. This further strengthened the hold of the Godwine clan on the kingdom. By 1064, it was obvious to all that Edward was going to die without an heir, and Harold must have been weighing up his chances of becoming king.

Harold's character has been blackened beyond all recognition by the events of 1066. No chronicler could write of him without referring to the role he played in the drama that would lead up to the Norman Conquest. Therefore, he has been portrayed as devious and secretive, an oathbreaker and a chancer. A chancer he undoubtedly was, but then everyone was gambling in 1066.

Harold was clearly courageous, an able warrior and an astute politician. He was able to judge the way the wind was blowing and bend with it, breaking through ancient enmities to form the alliances that were necessary to the realpolitik of his world. He was also handsome and charming, and had an undoubtedly loving relationship with his concubine, Edith Swan-neck. Yet the events during the last two years of his life show that he was also willing to lie and even sacrifice his family on the altar of his ambition.

Harold visits Normandy

Harold prayed at Bosham Abbey before making his trip to Normandy

Harold visited Normandy in 1064. Why he did this, no-one can be certain. All pro-Norman sources claim that he was sent by Edward to confirm the offer of the crown to William. On the Bayeux Tapestry, he is depicted receiving either orders or a warning from Edward, but since he is undoubtedly being admonished for his 'failure' on his return, this can hardly have been instructions to confirm William as king. English sources hint that he was going to France and was shipwrecked on his way, which was why he ended up in Normandy. Sadly, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is completely silent on the subject. It has also been suggested that he was visiting William in an effort to negotiate the freeing of his brother, Wulfnoth, who was a hostage in William's court.

'William clearly wanted to overawe Harold.'

All we know for certain is that Harold landed in the Norman province of Ponthieu, where he was arrested by Count Guy of Ponthieu. When William heard of his arrival, he sent messengers ordering Count Guy to hand over his prisoner, which was duly done. At this point, William was embarking upon a campaign into Brittany against the new Duke of Brittany, Conan II, and he took Harold with him. William clearly wanted to overawe Harold. He knew that they were both in the running for the crown of England, and he hoped that by taking him on the Brittany campaign he could impress Harold with the futility of opposing Norman interests. However, the plan backfired spectacularly.

The Bayeux Tapestry, in a masterful piece of propaganda, portrays the campaign as a triumph: Conan flees furtively from the town of Dol and surrenders the keys of Dinan to William. However, other sources portray a completely different picture in which William exhausted himself in a futile chase around Brittany and was finally forced to withdraw after he ran out of supplies. The only person to come out well from the whole affair was Harold, who is portrayed on the Bayeux Tapestry rescuing some of William's men from the quicksands in front of Mont St. Michel. His later actions tend to indicate that he was less than impressed by this demonstration of the inexorable Norman war machine in action.

Oath

Harold's capture in France

The visit ended with Harold swearing his infamous oath to Duke William. This is eloquently described by the Anglo-Norman historian Orderic Vitalis:

    'Harold himself had taken an oath of fealty to Duke William at Rouen in the presence of the Norman nobles, and after becoming his man had sworn on the most sacred relics to carry out all that was required of him. After that, the Duke had taken Harold on an expedition against Conan, Count of Brittany, and had given him splendid arms and horses and heaped other tokens upon him and his companions.'

In this passage, Orderic highlights the three great bones of contention about the oath: no-one can agree where it was sworn (Rouen? Bonneville? Bayeux?); no-one can agree when it was sworn (before or after the Brittany campaign?); and no-one can agree why it was sworn. Was Harold simply swearing an oath of fealty as a vassal of William, or was there actually something more to it, as the pro-Norman sources would have us believe? This is important, because as a vassal of William's, Harold was not constrained to hand over the crown of England any more than William, a vassal of the French king, owed the crown to France.

A close examination of the Bayeux Tapestry tends to suggest that Harold was being honoured after heroics on the Brittany campaign, given arms and armour, and in return swearing an oath of fealty. Even the most pro-Norman sources tend to suggest that there was an element of trickery about the whole occasion: Harold is said to have sworn a hollow oath, after which William whipped away the covering on the table, revealing the most holy of relics which bound it. So it seems likely that Harold did not believe he was swearing away the kingdom, and it was only after the fact that William and his apologists were able to dress this up as the great act of perjury that it became.

Consolidation of power

Still, we should not paint Harold in completely innocent colours. Harold was already thinking like a king by 1064. He was undoubtedly considering his own position vis à vis the throne of England, and like any politician of his age, he would undoubtedly have sworn to anything in order to get himself out of the dangerous position in which he found himself.

'...Kings made and broke...vows all the time...'

Kings made and broke solemn vows all the time, and it was only when someone else had something to gain from it that they were called to account. Harold needed to get back to England and muster the support he would require to make his bid. In order to do that, he would have sworn away his own brother. In a passage laden with hindsight, the chronicler Eadmer has Edward admonishing Harold on his return: 'Did I not tell you that I knew William, and your going might bring untold calamity upon this kingdom?'

The proof of this all came in 1065, when the people of Northumbria rebelled against the harsh rule of their new earl, Harold's brother Tostig. Tostig appealed to Harold and the King for help, but that help was not forthcoming. Edward held no love for Tostig, and Harold had seen a way that he could use his brother's misfortune to win the backing of the other great power in the land, the family of Leofric. Leofric's grandson, Edwin, was now the Earl of Mercia and almost as strong as Harold himself; but his brother, Morcar, was yet to have an earldom.

Harold made a deal: he would support Morcar into Northumbria against his own brother Tostig and also against the rightful heir, Waltheof, if the family of Leofric eschewed its old enmity with the Godwines and supported Harold in his bid for the throne. This act of filial treachery was to have significant consequences. Tostig fled into exile, vowing revenge against his brother, and the scene was set for the tragic events of 1066.
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CHILLI TRUNKS

Red hot solution wards off wild elephants

Super-hot chillies could be the first defence against rampaging Indian elephants. Over the past 16 years the creatures have destroyed homes and crops and even killed over 600 people in Assam state in north-east India.

To keep the marauding elephants at bay, conservationists from the Assam Haathi (Elephant) Project have put up jute fences covered in car grease and a substance called bhut jolokia – the world’s hottest chilli. Chilli smoke bombs and torch-like chilli-filled straw nests on sticks are also being made to drive the elephants away.

The project promises not to harm the animals, claiming that the chillies won’t be eaten, their smell being enough of a deterrent.

STING FROM THE PAST

Man-sized scorpion discovered

A huge fossilised sea scorpion claw, 46cm in length, has been found in south-west Germany by palaeontologist Markus Poschmann of Mainz Museum.

Judging by the size of its enormous claws, the giant creepy crawly (Jaekelopterus rhenaniae), would have been 2.5m(8ft)-long – larger than the average human.

The creature existed about 390-million-years ago. As there were no vertebrate predators back then and oxygen levels were higher, arthropods could grow far larger than today’s species. But this discovery suggests ancient arthropods were even bigger than previously thought.

SEEDING THE FUTURE

Giant vault to preserve major food crops

The Svalbard Global Seed Vault in the Arctic is well on its way to storing all known varieties of crop seeds in a bid to protect species from worldly disasters.

The construction of the vault, sponsored by the Norwegian government, promises to preserve 4.5 million seed samples at temperatures of around -18oC. The Global Diversity Trust, responsible for collecting and maintaining the samples, claims that crops at these temperatures can last for up to a 1000 years.

The vault is 1000km in length and located inside a mountain on the Norwegian island of Spitsbergen. So, come rain or sunshine, asteroids or tsunamis, it looks like the giant freezer is here to serve our future dietary needs.

PRESCRIBING LONELINESS

Genes hold key to feeling isolated

Whether you feel lonely or not may be down to how your genes express themselves, according to a recent study, led by Dr Steven Cole at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA).

Of the 14 participants in the study, six scored in the top 15 per cent and eight scored in the bottom 15 per cent on the UCLA ‘loneliness scale’. DNA analysis of white blood cells showed that expression in over 200 genes varied between the two groups.

Interestingly, those classified as ‘highly-lonely’, over-expressed many genes linked to the immune system, but under-expressed key genes involved in antibody production and antiviral response.

The team are hoping to use this ‘bio-fingerprint’ to find new ways to reduce the effect of social circumstances on health.
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The Troubles, 1963 to 1985                part 1                                                                  By BBC History
How did Northern Ireland descend into the cycle of violence that marked the period known as the 'Troubles', and what was done to find a solution? 
Background

In 1963, the prime minister of Northern Ireland, Viscount Brookeborough, stepped down after 20 years in office.

His extraordinarily long tenure was a product of the Ulster Unionist domination of politics in the north since partition in 1921.
'There was little indication in 1963 of the turmoil that was about to engulf Northern Ireland.'

By contrast, the Catholic minority had been politically marginalised. This was largely a product of Northern Ireland's two-thirds Protestant majority, but was exacerbated by the drawing of local government electoral boundaries to favour unionist candidates, even in predominantly Catholic areas like Derry.

Additionally, the right to vote in local government elections was restricted to ratepayers - again favouring Protestants - with those holding or renting properties in more than one ward receiving more than one vote, up to a maximum of six.
This bias was preserved by unequal allocation of council houses to Protestant families. Catholic areas also received less government investment than their Protestant neighbours.

Police harassment, exclusion from public service appointments and other forms of discrimination were factors of daily life, and the refusal of Catholic political representatives in parliament to recognise partition only increased the community's sense of alienation.

But there had been improvements. Post-war Britain's new Labour government had introduced the Welfare State to the north, and it was implemented with few, if any, concessions to old sectarian divisions.

As a result, Catholic children in the 1950s could reap the benefits of further and higher education for the first time. It would, in time, expose them to a world of new ideas and create a generation unwilling to tolerate the status quo.

But for now, anti-partition forces had been neutralised and the unionists were firmly in control. There was little indication in 1963 of the turmoil that was about to engulf Northern Ireland.

The 'Troubles' begin

Northern Ireland had been left relatively prosperous by World War Two. War production had favoured its heavy industries, with the boom continuing into the 1950s. But by the 1960s, as elsewhere in Britain, these were in decline.

It was as a result of Viscount Brookeborough’s failure to address the worsening economic malaise that he had been forced out in 1963 by members of his own party.

He was replaced by a former army officer, Terence O'Neill, who immediately introduced a variety of bold measures to improve the economy.

'The cycle of sectarian bloodletting that would become known as 'the Troubles' had begun.'

But O'Neill realised that for his programme of modernisation to succeed, he would also have to address Northern Ireland's simmering social and political issues.

In a series of radical moves, he met with the Republic of Ireland's prime minister Sean Lemass - the first such meeting between Irish heads of government for 40 years - and put out feelers to the nationalist community in the north.

This represented a serious threat to many unionists, since the Republic's constitution still laid claim to the whole island of Ireland. O'Neill's policies provoked outspoken attacks from within unionism, not least from the Reverend Ian Paisley who rose to prominence at this time.

With Catholic hopes raised on one side and unionist fears on the other, the situation quickly threatened to boil over. Violence finally erupted in 1966 following the twin 50th anniversaries of the Battle of the Somme and the Easter Rising - touchstones for Protestant and Catholic communities respectively.

Rioting and disorder was followed in May and June by the murders of two Catholics and a Protestant by a 'loyalist' terror group called the Ulster Volunteer Force.

O'Neill immediately banned the UVF, but it was too late. The cycle of sectarian bloodletting that would become known as 'the Troubles' had already claimed its first victims.

Civil Rights

Despite O'Neill's initiatives, many Catholics were impatient with the pace of reform and remained unconvinced of the prime minister's sincerity. The result was the founding of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (Nicra) in 1967.

Nicra did not challenge partition - probably in an attempt to draw as much cross-community support as possible - although the membership remained predominantly Catholic. Instead, it called for the end to seven 'injustices', ranging from council house allocations to the 'weighted' voting system.

Initially peaceful civil rights marches descended into violence in October 1968 when marchers in Derry defied the Royal Ulster Constabulary and were dispersed with heavy-handed tactics.

The British government summoned O'Neill to London to explain the situation. Pressure was brought to bear, and shortly afterwards a package of reforms was announced by the Northern Ireland government, including the fairer allocation of council houses and an ombudsman for complaints.

'The reforms failed to deliver one-man-one-vote and the repeal of the repressive Special Powers Act.'

But the reforms failed to deliver fully on Nicra's programme, including one-man-one-vote and the repeal of the repressive Special Powers Act.

After a brief cessation, the civil rights marches continued, organised at first by a group called People's Democracy and later by Nicra. Once again, the RUC response was heavy-handed and would only serve to inflame the Catholic community further.

Increasingly embattled by dissent in the UUP, O'Neill gambled everything on a general election - which he dubbed the 'crossroads election' - to try and win a mandate for change from the public.

The gamble failed amid poor electoral support and desertions from O'Neill's camp. Nonetheless, he hung on grimly for another two months before resigning in April 1969.

The Provisional IRA

Against a backdrop of rising violence, O'Neill's replacement, James Chichester-Clark, opted to continue with his predecessor's reforms.

Paramilitary groups had now begun to operate on both sides of the sectarian divide, while civil rights marches became increasingly prone to confrontation.

More problematic still, the Orange Order's marching season had begun. Following the annual Apprentice Boys' march in August 1969, civil unrest in Belfast became a three-day explosion of nationalist rioting in Derry.

The so-called 'Battle of Bogside' only ended with the arrival of a small body of British troops at the request of Chichester Clark - a significant acknowledgement that the government of Northern Ireland was fast losing its grip on security.

'The more militant 'Provisional' IRA demanded the unification of Ireland in defiance of Britain and was prepared to use violence to achieve it.'

A political response came in the shape of the joint 'Downing Street Declaration' by Chichester-Clark and the British prime minister Harold Wilson. Once again, the British government had intervened to force the pace of reform.

The declaration sought to placate both communities by stating its support for equality and freedom from discrimination, while reasserting that Northern Ireland would remain part of the UK as long as that was the will of the majority of its people.

A blizzard of reforms then followed, including the setting up of a variety of bodies to allocate council housing, investigate the recent cycle of violence and review policing. The latter recommended the disbanding of the hated 'B Specials' auxiliaries, the disarming of the police and the setting up of the Ulster Defence Regiment under the control of the British Army.

Outraged loyalists responded with yet more civil unrest and violence. Attacks on Catholic areas escalated, and many homes were burned.

The IRA - one of whose stated aims was the defence of the Catholic minority - had remained largely inactive during this period. It had abandoned its last campaign of violence in 1962, having been successfully contained by internment and other counter-measures.

In late 1969, the more militant 'Provisional' IRA (PIRA) broke away from the 'Official' IRA. Like the Official IRA, the PIRA supported civil rights, the defence of the Catholic community and the unification of Ireland. But in contrast it was prepared to pursue unification in defiance of Britain and would use violence to achieve its aims.

At the same time, loyalist paramilitaries were also organising. The UVF was joined by the Ulster Defence Association, created in 1971, which rapidly expanded to a membership of tens of thousands, but somehow avoided being banned.

In the middle was the British Army. Its various attempts to control the PIRA, such as house-to-house searches and the imposition of a limited curfew, only served to drive more recruits into the ranks of the paramilitaries.
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Direct Rule

In March 1971, Chichester-Clark resigned and was replaced by Brian Faulkner. Unrest in the province had achieved a new level, prompting the new prime minister to reintroduce internment - detention of suspects without trial - on 9 August 1971.

It was a disaster, both in its failure to capture any significant members of the PIRA and in its focus on nationalist - rather than loyalist - suspects.

'The events surrounding 'Bloody Sunday' remain the subject of intense controversy. '

The reaction was predictable, even if the ferocity and extent of the violence wasn't. Deaths in the final months of 1971 exceeded 150. It was sadly still far from the bloodiest year of the Troubles.

Policing the province was fast becoming an impossible task, and as a result the British Army had adopted increasingly aggressive policies on the ground.

Then on 30 January 1972, the army deployed the Parachute Regiment to suppress rioting at a civil rights march in Derry. Thirteen demonstrators were shot and killed by troops, with another dying later of wounds.

The events surrounding 'Bloody Sunday' remain the subject of intense controversy. But as a result of the killings, new recruits swelled the ranks of the IRA and yet more British troops were deployed to the province to try and contain the ever-rising tide of violence.

Protestants also expressed their growing discontent with the formation of the Ulster Vanguard, an umbrella organisation for loyalist groups that was able to attract tens of thousands to public meetings.

The British government, led by Prime Minister Edward Heath, decided to act, removing control of security from the government of Northern Ireland and appointing a secretary of state for the province.

The Stormont government resigned en masse in protest at this perceived assault on their powers. Heath responded by immediately introducing what would become known as 'direct rule' - government of Northern Ireland from Westminster.

Power-sharing

Amid outpourings of unionist anger following the end of government at Stormont (its last meeting was on 28 March 1972) the province descended into an abyss of sectarian bloodshed that would claim 496 lives by the end of 1972 - the highest annual death toll of the Troubles.

One of the worst crimes in a year full of atrocities was 'Bloody Friday' - the simultaneous detonation of more than 20 PIRA bombs in Belfast - which claimed nine lives.

By March 1973, a new political initiative was being tabled by the British government. It outlined plans for a new Northern Ireland assembly, elected by proportional representation, and a government for the region in which Protestants and Catholics would share power

It also proposed the creation of a 'council of Ireland' that would give the Republic a role in Northern Ireland's affairs - directly confronting one of the unionists' greatest fears.

Remarkably, the new assembly elections in June 1973 produced a majority of pro-power sharing representatives, but they were set against a large minority of implacably anti-power sharing unionists.

Nonetheless, the 11 ministry power-sharing executive started work in January 1974. Of its many inherent weaknesses, perhaps the greatest was the exclusion of anti-power sharing representatives from the executive and from the negotiations for the Council of Ireland.

The Sunningdale Agreement (named after the town in Berkshire where the negotiations took place) had agreed a 14-member Council of Ireland. It terms were vague, but the agreement raised the possibility that the Republic could one day gain some decision-making powers in Northern Ireland.

Unionists were split by the agreement, and the forthcoming British general election of February 1974 gave the anti-Sunningdale bloc an ideal opportunity to derail the process.

'The agreement raised the possibility that the Republic could gain decision-making powers in Northern Ireland.'

Representing the election as a referendum on Sunningdale, anti-agreement unionist candidates won 11 of Northern Ireland's 12 parliamentary seats. It was a disaster for the pro-Sunningdale assembly, since it could no longer claim to represent public opinion.

Nonetheless, the British government refused to call new assembly elections, and on 14 May 1974, the assembly, perhaps rashly, restated its support for Sunningdale. As a result, the Ulster Workers' Council - a coalition of Protestant trade unionists - called a general strike in the province later that same day.

Then on 17 May, loyalist bombs exploded in Dublin and Monaghan, ultimately claiming the lives of 32 people in the worst single outrage of the Troubles.

Within two weeks the shutdown had become total, with roadblocks, power-outages and a near-complete cessation of industry. The British government, now led by Harold Wilson, seemed unwilling to engage in this new and potentially crippling confrontation.

Indeed, Wilson's accusation that the strikers were 'sponging off Westminster' only helped galvanise support for the UWC.

On 28 May, the pro-Sunningdale unionist members of the power-sharing executive took the matter out of Wilson's hands. They resigned and direct rule was immediately reintroduced. It would last for another 25 years.

Hunger Strikes

Over the next decade, a variety of peace initiatives were suggested, tested and ultimately defeated.

New security policies were also introduced. These included increasing the size of the RUC and UDR while shrinking the army presence, thereby placing the emphasis on the people of Northern Ireland policing themselves.

In 1976, the British government also removed the 'special category' status of paramilitary prisoners. Since 1972, paramilitary prisoners had held some of the rights of prisoners of war. Now classified as ordinary criminals, they were to be confined in the new Maze Prison near Belfast, in its distinctively-shaped 'H-Blocks'.

Viewing themselves as freedom fighters rather than criminals, PIRA prisoners embarked on a series of protests, including refusing to wear prison-issue clothing during the so-called 'blanket protest'. This was followed in 1978 by prisoners smearing their cell walls with excrement as a 'dirty protest' against having to 'slop out'.

'Sinn Fein adopted a policy of contesting elections while supporting the use of violence to achieve its ends.'

The protest escalated to a hunger strike in 1980, which was called off when the prisoners mistakenly believed they had been granted concessions.

A second hunger strike began in 1981, led by Bobby Sands. During his strike, he was put forward for the vacant Westminster seat of Fermanagh - South Tyrone - and won.

It was a clear demonstration of the level of popular support for the strikers, but the British government led by Margaret Thatcher refused to make any concessions. Sands died on 5 May 1981. Another nine prisoners would die before the strike was called off in October.

As a result of the strikes, a new strain of bitterness had entered the turmoil of Northern Ireland politics. But at the same time, Sands' by-election victory had shown the potential power of political engagement.

In late 1981, Sinn Fein, the IRA's political wing, formally adopted a policy of contesting elections while also supporting the continued use of violence to achieve its ends.

Sinn Fein won the by-election following Sands' death, and in June 1983, Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams defeated Gerry Fitt, former leader of the centre-ground nationalist SDLP (and now an Independent Socialist) to win the Westminster seat for West Belfast.

These electoral successes raised the very real possibility that Sinn Fein could replace the more moderate SDLP as the political voice of the Catholic minority in Northern Ireland.

The Anglo-Irish Agreement

And Republic-backed proposals for the future of Northern Ireland had also received a sharp rebuff by Thatcher, who was not in conciliatory mood having narrowly escaped an IRA bomb attack at the Conservative party conference in Brighton in October 1984.

Nonetheless, the rising political effectiveness of Sinn Fein and the danger of interminable violence if the issue of Northern Ireland remained unresolved led Thatcher and her Irish counterpart Garret FitzGerald to reach an agreement.

The Anglo-Irish Agreement, signed in November 1985, confirmed that Northern Ireland would remain independent of the Republic as long as that was the will of the majority in the north.

But it also gave the Republic a say in the running of the province for the first time, with the setting up of the Intergovernmental Conference to discuss security and political issues.

'Unionist opinion was uniformly horrified, believing that the first steps had been taken towards abandoning the province to a united Ireland.'

The agreement also stated that power could not be devolved back to Northern Ireland unless it enshrined the principle of power sharing.

Reaction was diverse. Sinn Fein and the Republic's opposition party Fianna Fail condemned the agreement for acknowledging that Britain had a legitimate role in Northern Ireland.

Centre-ground nationalists like the SDLP welcomed what they saw as a new and constructive development.

Unionist opinion was uniformly horrified, believing that the first steps had been taken towards abandoning the province to a united Ireland. Huge demonstrations, strikes and marches were held, and all 15 unionist Westminster MPs resigned their seats.

The resulting by-elections actually saw Sinn Fein and Ulster Unionist support fall, with the latter losing a seat to the SDLP. If the intention of the agreement had been to lessen the polarisation of Northern Ireland politics and bolster the constitutional and non-violent SDLP, these were tentative indications that it might be working.

By 1987, unionists had tacitly conceded that their campaign to derail the agreement had failed, and once again began to cooperate with government ministers.

The violence of Northern Ireland's paramilitary groups still had more than a decade to run and the sectarian divide remained as wide as it had ever been.

But the agreement constituted an important staging post on the road to the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, and the eventual cessation of the cycle of internecine murder and reprisals in the province.
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GREEN CITYSCAPES

Urban rooftops go green

Grey, gravelled rooftops could soon be a thing of the past. Designers are looking at ways to convert these wastelands into gardens, which not only provide green spaces for city-dwellers, but also help the environment.

Studies have shown that green rooftops may cut heat loss from a building by 50 per cent, reduce air-conditioning costs by 25 per cent and decrease the urban-heat-island effect (the tendency for cities to retain heat) by 2oC. And these green spaces could encourage wildlife back to the city.

Various cities across the US, such as Chicago, have already developed these green cityscapes. Other cities going green include Washington and New York.

SUN SLOWS AGEING

Sunshine vitamin linked to young cells

Research shows that vitamin D, made when sunlight hits the skin, may help to slow the ageing process.

The team, led by Dr Brent Richards of King’s College London, measured vitamin D levels in 2160 women aged between 18 and 79. The scientists found that women with higher levels of vitamin D had longer telomeres (sections of DNA that shorten each time a cell reproduces). As normally telomeres shorten with age, the longer telomeres were a sign of biological youth.

Although the researchers found a link, they haven’t yet shown that vitamin D is the actual cause of the slowing of the telomere shortening, and it’s also not known whether telomere shortening is a consequence of or the cause of ageing. But Dr Richards says that the findings could help to explain how vitamin D has a protective effect on many ageing-related diseases, such as heart disease and cancer.

Most of the vitamin D in the body is made by the action of sunlight on the skin, but dietary sources, including fish, eggs, fortified milk and breakfast cereals, also contribute.

HAND OUTS

Hormone key to generosity

New research reveals why we are so generous. A team led by Paul Zak of Claremont Graduate University in the US showed that the hormone oxytocin boosts our ability to empathise with others and makes us more generous.

The researchers gave volunteers a dose of either a placebo or oxytocin, a feel-good hormone released during sex, childbirth and breastfeeding. The volunteers were then paired up, with one of them (the donor) having to decide how to share $10 (£4.80) with the other, who might accept or reject the offer. If the recipient rejected the offer, neither of them received anything, so the donor had to consider the other’s response – a sign of empathy – before deciding on the cut to give them.

The researchers defined generosity as giving someone more than they expect or need. Donors taking oxytocin were on average 80 per cent more generous.
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Victoria (1819 - 1901)

Queen Victoria was the longest reigning British monarch and the figurehead of a vast empire. She oversaw vast changes in British society and gave her name to an age

Victoria was born in London on 24 May 1819, the only child of Edward, Duke of Kent, and Victoria Maria Louisa of Saxe-Coburg. She succeeded her uncle, William IV, in 1837, at the age of 18, and her reign dominated the rest of the century. In 1840 she married her first cousin, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg Gotha. For the next 20 years they lived in close harmony and had a family of nine children, many of whom eventually married into the European monarchy.
On her accession, Victoria adopted the Whig prime minister Lord Melbourne as her political mentor. In 1840, his influence was replaced by that of Prince Albert. The German prince never really won the favour of the British public, and only after 17 years was he given official recognition, with the title of Prince Consort. However, Victoria relied heavily on Albert and it was during his lifetime that she was most active as a ruler. Britain was evolving into a constitutional monarchy in which the monarch had few powers and was expected to remain above party politics, although Victoria did sometimes express her views very forcefully in private.
Victoria never fully recovered from Albert's death in 1861 and she remained in mourning for the rest of her life. Her subsequent withdrawal from public life made her unpopular, but during the late 1870s and 1880s she gradually returned to public view and, with increasingly pro-imperial sentiment, she was restored to favour with the British public. After the Indian Mutiny in 1857, the government of India was transferred from the East India Company to the Crown and in 1877, Victoria became Empress of India. Her empire also included Canada, Australia, India, New Zealand, and large parts of Africa. During this period, Britain was largely uninvolved in European affairs, apart from involvement in the Crimean War (1853 - 1856).

In 1887, Victoria's Golden Jubilee and, 10 years later, her Diamond Jubilee were celebrated with great enthusiasm. Having witnessed a revolution in British government, huge industrial expansion and the growth of a worldwide empire, Victoria died on 22 January 1901 at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight.

Alexander the Great (356 - 323 BC)

Alexander III of Macedon, better known as Alexander the Great, single-handedly changed the nature of the ancient world in little more than a decade.

Alexander was born in the northern Greek kingdom of Macedonia in July 356 BC. His parents were Philip II, King of Macedon, and his wife Olympias. Alexander was educated by the philosopher Aristotle. Philip was assassinated in 336 BC and Alexander inherited a powerful yet volatile kingdom. He quickly dealt with his enemies at home and reasserted Macedonian power within Greece. He then set out to conquer the massive Persian Empire.
Against overwhelming odds, he led his army to victories across the Persian territories of Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt without suffering a single defeat. His greatest victory was at the Battle of Gaugamela, in what is now northern Iraq, in 331 BC. The young king of Macedonia, leader of the Greeks, overlord of Asia Minor and pharaoh of Egypt became Great King of Persia at the age of 25.

Over the next eight years in his capacity as king, commander, politician, scholar and explorer, Alexander led his army a further 11,000 miles, founding over 70 cities and creating an empire that stretched across three continents and covered around two million square miles. The entire area from Greece in the west, north to the Danube, south into Egypt and as far to the east as the Indian Punjab, was linked together in a vast international network of trade and commerce. This was united by a common Greek language and culture, whilst the king himself adopted foreign customs in order to rule his millions of ethnically diverse subjects.
Alexander was acknowledged as a military genius who always led by example, although his belief in his own indestructibility meant he was often reckless with his own life and those of his soldiers. The fact that his army only refused to follow him once in 13 years of a reign during which there was constant fighting, indicates the loyalty he inspired.

He died of a fever in Babylon in June 323 BC.
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Look after the 'outsiders', says Queen                                            By HAMISH MACDONELL

THE Queen used her 50th Christmas message yesterday to stress the importance of caring for "outsiders" who find themselves on the "edge of society".

Wearing the same three-stringed pearl necklace – her favourite piece of jewellery – that she did for the 1957 speech, the Queen talked about how the strength of family ties had proved to be an important counterpoint to massive and rapid changes elsewhere.

Black-and-white footage from the 1957 address, showing the Queen as a youthful, dark-haired 31-year-old monarch, was used at the beginning and end of this year's speech.

The 1957 message was read live from the Long Library at her country retreat, Sandringham, in Norfolk. She had been on the throne for only five years.
The first Christmas speech was made on the radio by the Queen's grandfather, George V, in 1932. But illustrating how times have changed, the annual broadcast is now beamed worldwide on the internet via the video clip website YouTube, can be downloaded as a podcast and, for the first time this year, was available in high definition.

"One of the features of growing old is a heightened awareness of change," the Queen said yesterday. "To remember what happened 50 years ago means that it is possible to appreciate what has changed in the meantime. It also makes you aware of what has remained constant.

"In my experience, the positive value of a happy family is one of the factors of human existence that has not changed.

"The immediate family of grandparents, parents and children, together with their extended family, is still the core of a thriving community.

"When Prince Philip and I celebrated our diamond wedding last month, we were much aware of the affection and support of our own family as they gathered round us for the occasion."

With a Christian theme, the head of the Church of England spoke of how Mary, Joseph and the newborn Jesus were a family who were shut out. The Queen urged people to take care of those cut off from society.

"The Christmas story also draws attention to all those people who are on the edge of society – people who feel cut off and disadvantaged; people who, for one reason or another, are not able to enjoy the full benefits of living in a civilised and law-abiding community," she said.

"For these people, the modern world can seem a distant and hostile place. It is all too easy to 'turn a blind eye',

'to pass by on the other side' and leave it to experts and professionals."

WATCH ONE ON YOUTUBE

THE Queen's Christmas message had been viewed just over 200 times on YouTube by last night.

Her 1957 message – the first such televised broadcast – attracted much more attention, racking up over 700,000 views in four days, making it the 17th-most-watched clip of this week.

Among the footage most popular yesterday were highlights from matches played this week by Manchester United and Everton, viewed more than 6,000 times, and Arsenal and Tottenham Hotspur, clicked on more than 2,000 times.

Also popular were clips from the comedy show The Mighty Boosh and footage of celebrities discussing their plans for Christmas day. Among the "most discussed" clips yesterday were "How to wrap Christmas presents" and an alternative version of the 12 days of Christmas.

Last Updated: 25 December 2007 11:03 PM
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Arthur (dates unknown)

It is possible that the legendary Arthur is based on a historical figure, a Romano-Britain who fought the invading Anglo-Saxons in the fifth and/or sixth century and who first appears in Welsh literature. According to the ninth-century historian Nennius, this Arthur defeated the Saxons at Mount Badon in 518 and died at Camlan in 537.
The Arthur of legend is first characterised in the Welsh Mabinogi, a collection of medieval tales, and it is this literary character who is associated with the founding of the Round Table at Camelot and the search for the Holy Grail. The legend also states that Arthur will return when his country needs him. Other early references to Arthur occur in two 12th century works, a Life of St Gildas and the chronicles of Geoffrey of Monmouth.

Rameses the Great (reigned 1279-1213 BC)

Known as Rameses the Great, he ruled Egypt for more than 60 years and built many of ancient Egypt's greatest monuments.
Rameses became the third king of the Nineteenth Dynasty at the age of 25.

His reign is best known for the buildings he commissioned. Early in his reign, he constructed a new capital, Piramesse, in the Nile Delta. He built the rock temples of Abu Simbel and his own mortuary temple at Thebes. The tomb of his principal wife Nefertari, also at Thebes, is one of the best-preserved royal tombs.
Rameses reasserted Egyptian control over the Levant in the east and Nubia to the south. The most momentous event of his reign was the Battle of Kadesh (now in Syria) in 1274 BC. Rameses claimed a great victory against the Hittites, who were long-standing enemies of the Egyptians. It is now thought the battle was more of a draw. Perhaps more significant was the treaty signed afterwards between the Egyptians and the Hittites, which is believed to be the first written peace treaty between foreign powers.

This brought Egypt an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity that continued until Rameses' death. 

Richard III (1452 - 1485)

Richard was the last Yorkist king of England, whose death at the Battle of Bosworth effectively ended the Wars of the Roses. He has become infamous because of the disappearance of his young nephews - the Princes in the Tower - and through William Shakespeare's play 'Richard III'.
Richard was born on 2 October 1452 at Fotheringay Castle in Northamptonshire. His father was Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York and his mother Cecily Neville. Richard had a claim to the English throne through both parents. The withered arm, crooked back and limp of legend are almost certainly fabrications.

His father's conflict with Henry VI was a major cause of the Wars of the Roses, which dominated Richard's early life. His father and older brother died at the Battle of Wakefield in 1460. In 1461, Richard's brother, Edward, became Edward IV and created him duke of Gloucester. In 1470, Edward and Richard were exiled when Henry VI was briefly restored to the throne. The following year, they returned to England and Richard contributed to the Yorkist victories at Barnet and Tewkesbury which restored Edward to the throne.
When Edward died in April 1483, Richard was named as protector of the realm for Edward's son and successor, the 12-year-old Edward V. As the new king travelled to London from Ludlow, Richard met him and escorted him to London, where he was lodged in the Tower. Edward V's brother later joined him there.

A publicity campaign was mounted condemning Edward's marriage to the boy's mother, Elizabeth Woodville, as invalid and their children illegitimate. On 25 June, an assembly of lords and commoners endorsed these claims. The following day, Richard III officially began his reign. He was crowned in July. The two young princes disappeared in August and were widely rumoured to have been murdered by Richard. A rebellion raised by the Duke of Buckingham in October quickly collapsed, but Buckingham's defection, along with his supporters, eroded Richard's power and support among the aristocracy and gentry.
In August 1485, Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond, who was a Lancastrian claimant to the throne landed in South Wales. He marched east and engaged Richard in battle on Bosworth Field on 22 August. Although Richard possessed superior numbers, several of his key lieutenants defected. Refusing to flee, Richard was killed in battle and Henry Tudor took the throne as Henry VII.

Rembrandt (1606-1669)

Rembrandt was the greatest Dutch painter of his age and is one of the most important figures in European art. The many self-portraits he painted throughout his life provide us with a visual autobiography.
Rembrandt van Rijn was born on 15 July 1606 in Leiden, the son of a mill owner. In 1621, he began training with a local painter and in 1624-1625 he was in Amsterdam, studying with Pieter Lastman who had been to Italy and now introduced Rembrandt to international trends.

Rembrandt settled permanently in Amsterdam in 1631 and set up as a portrait painter. One of his first major public commissions was 'The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Tulp' (1632). In 1634, he married the well-connected Saskia van Uylenburgh. Rembrandt prospered, painting mythological and religious works as well as portraits, and the couple lived well.
One of Rembrandt's most well-known paintings, 'The Night Watch', a group portrait of one of Amsterdam's militia companies, was completed in 1642. Saskia died in the same year, which coincided with difficulties in Rembrandt's business. This, coupled with his extravagance, resulted in him being declared bankrupt in 1656. His house and possessions were sold, including his own large collection of works of art.

After Saskia's death, Rembrandt had an affair with his son's nurse, but they quarrelled and he later began a relationship with his housekeeper, Hendrickje Stoffels. She frequently modelled for him.
Rembrandt continued to receive commissions and some of the great paintings from this period are 'The Syndics of the Clothmakers Guild' (1662) and 'The Jewish Bride' (c. 1666). Rembrandt was interested in drawing and etching as well as painting, and his etchings were internationally renowned during his lifetime.

Throughout his career, he attracted pupils who also served as his assistants. Their work can sometimes be hard to distinguish from Rembrandt's own.
Rembrandt died on 4 October 1669.

Maximilien Robespierre (1758-1794).
Maximilien Marie Isidore de Robespierre was born in Arras on 6 May 1758, the son of a lawyer. He was educated in Paris and entered the same profession as his father. He was elected a deputy of the Estates-General (a form of parliament, but without real power) that met in May 1789, and subsequently served in the National Constituent Assembly.
Robespierre became increasingly popular for his attacks on the monarchy and his advocacy of democratic reforms. In April 1790, was elected president of the powerful Jacobin political club. After the downfall of the monarchy in August 1792, Robespierre was elected first deputy for Paris to the National Convention. The convention abolished the monarchy, declared France a republic and put the king on trial for treason, all measures strongly supported by Robespierre. The king was executed in January 1793.

In the period after the king's execution, tensions in the convention resulted in a power struggle between the Jacobins and the more moderate Girondins. The Jacobins used the power of the mob to take control and the Girondin leaders were arrested. Control of the country passed to the Committee of Public Safety, of which Robespierre was a member. He rapidly became the dominant force on the committee.
Against a backdrop of the threat of foreign invasion and increasing disorder in the country, the committee began the 'Reign of Terror', ruthlessly eliminating all those considered enemies of the revolution. These included leading revolutionary figures such as Georges Danton.

In May 1794, Robespierre insisted that the National Convention proclaim a new official religion for France - the cult of the Supreme Being. This was based on the thinking of the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau of whom Robespierre was a passionate advocate.
The intensification of the 'Reign of Terror' and Robespierre's autocracy made him increasingly unpopular. French military successes served to undermine the justification for such ruthlessness and a conspiracy was formed to overthrow Robespierre. On 27 July 1794, he was arrested after a struggle. The following day Robespierre, wounded from a bullet to the jaw, and 21 of his closest supporters were executed at the guillotine.

Franklin D Roosevelt (1882 - 1945)

Roosevelt was the only American president elected to office four times and led his country through two of the greatest crises of the 20th century - the Great Depression and World War Two.
Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on 30 January 1882 at his family's estate in New York State. His father was a businessman. He attended Harvard and Columbia University Law School, but had little enthusiasm to be a lawyer. In 1905 he married Eleanor Roosevelt, a distant cousin and niece of President Theodore Roosevelt. Five years later Roosevelt was elected to the New York Senate, where he quickly came to national attention as a rising Democratic politician. From 1913 to 1920 - which included the years of World War One - Roosevelt was assistant secretary of the Navy, where he achieved a reputation as a capable young administrator.
In 1921 Roosevelt suddenly fell ill with polio and was left unable to walk without braces or a cane. It seemed to signal the end of his career, but through his determination and the support of his wife, who often acted as his substitute at political meetings, he returned to work. In 1928, Roosevelt was elected governor of New York and in 1932 became the Democratic nominee for president, winning by a landslide. He came to power when the Great Depression was at its worst. He ushered in the 'New Deal' programme (1933 - 1938) to provide relief for the unemployed, and then jobs, as well as attempting to reform and strengthen the American economy.
Roosevelt won a second term in 1936 and an unprecedented third term in 1940. While initially keeping America out of World War Two, he provided financial assistance and equipment to Britain and its allies. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour brought America into the war and Roosevelt took the lead in establishing a grand alliance among the countries fighting the Axis powers. He also devoted time to the planning of the post-war workload, particularly the establishment of the United Nations. Full economic recovery, which had not responded to Roosevelt's efforts throughout the 1930s, was achieved as a consequence of massive government spending on war production. Roosevelt died in office on 12 April 1945, less than a month before Germany's unconditional surrender.
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Chelsea and Aston Villa appeal dismissals of Cole and Knight  Paolo Bandini and agencies
Thursday December 27, 2007

Both defenders were sent off after giving away penalties in yesterday's 4-4 draw at Stamford Bridge

Chelsea and Aston Villa have lodged formal appeals against the red cards shown to Ashley Cole and Zat Knight respectively during yesterday's 4-4 Premier League draw at Stamford Bridge.
Cole was dismissed during injury time at the end of the second half after he was adjudged to have handled the ball on the line, but replays show it may actually have only have struck his shoulder. Chelsea manager Avram Grant was adamant that a penalty should not have been awarded, and the Football Association revealed today it had received an appeal for Cole's card to be rescinded.

"The FA has received a claim for wrongful dismissal from Chelsea's Ashley Cole," read an FA statement. "Cole was shown a red card for the denial of an obvious goal scoring opportunity during Chelsea's game against Aston Villa on Wednesday 26 December."

Knight, meanwhile, saw red after referee Phil Dowd ruled he had brought down Michael Ballack in the penalty area at the end of the first half. Villa manager Martin O'Neill suggested yesterday he felt Ballack had dived, and this afternoon the club confirmed they had lodged an appeal of their own.

"Villa have officially appealed against Zat Knight's debatable red card at Chelsea yesterday," read a club statement. "Martin O'Neill was incensed by the decision and after reviewing the incident again this morning has decided to lodge a formal appeal in the hope that Knight can avoid a ban."

Both claims will be heard tomorrow by an FA regulatory commission.

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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BREAST IS BEST

Breastfeeding boosts IQ

Studies have found that breast-fed babies are brighter, but only if the infant has at least one copy of a particular form of a gene.

The gene in question is FADS2. It is involved in the digestion of fatty acids found in breast milk, which are thought to play a role in the development of the brain.

Researchers at King’s College London and Dunedin School of Medicine, New Zealand, studied two groups of babies in the UK and New Zealand. Breast-fed babies with at least one copy of the ‘C’ form of the FADS2 gene had higher IQs than the others.

The researchers ruled out alternative explanations for the boosted IQ, such as the intelligence or social class of the mother or the nutritional content of her milk.

LESS IS MORE

An apple–or onion–a day keeps the doctor away

New research shows that onions, apples, tea and red wine reduce atherosclerosis – chronic arterial inflammation that is an early sign of heart disease.

These foods and drinks are all major sources of the flavonoid quercetin, a naturally occurring compound, which is transformed by the liver and intestine into other compounds that enter the bloodstream.

Research leader Dr Paul Kroon and his team at the Institute of Food Research examined the effect of these compounds on cells from the lining of arteries. Surprisingly, more wasn’t necessarily better – a lower dose, like the amount in just one onion, actually had a larger impact.

GINGER GENE

Red head Neanderthal DNA discovered

Like humans, some Neanderthals had red hair and pale skin, new research suggests.

Scientists from the Universities of Barcelona and Leipzig were examining ancient DNA taken from the fossils of two Neanderthals when they came across a previously unknown mutation in a gene called MC1R. Also present in humans, this gene codes for a protein involved in the production of melanin, the pigment in hair and skin that protects against harmful ultraviolet rays.

Humans with a less functional version of the gene have less melanin in their cells, resulting in pallid skin and ginger hair. To test whether the Neanderthal DNA sequence had the same effect, the team inserted it into human cells grown in the lab and found that it reduced melanin production.

The team then examined the MC1R genes of almost four thousand modern humans to check whether the Neanderthal mutation is shared between the two species. No matches were found, suggesting that red hair evolved separately in Neanderthals and humans, rather than being shared through interbreeding.

LOOKING ON THE BRIGHT SIDE

Optimism is all in your head

Scientists have identified the regions of the brain responsible for a sunny disposition, possibly shedding light on why some people are prone to dwell on the darker side of life.

Researchers at New York University scanned the brains of 15 volunteers while they imagined positive or negative events, such as “winning an award” or “the end of a romantic relationship”.

They found that pondering positive scenarios led to increased activity in two brain clusters: the amygdala, which is involved with the formation and storage of emotional memories, and the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), responsible for the regulation of emotional responses. Conversely, when the volunteers dwelt on gloomier episodes, these same brains areas showed reduced activity.

Those volunteers with more optimistic personalities, as established by a psychological test, were also shown to have higher levels of activity in the amygdala and ACC.

Psychologists have previously shown that the majority of people have a tendency to be optimistic, expecting to live longer and be healthier than the population average.

Establishing the areas of the brain responsible should help understand this trait and also provide insights into the mechanisms of depression, which is related to pessimism and affects the same areas of the brain. 

LIFT NOT OFF

Space elevators on hold for another year

For the third year running, the annual space elevator games have ended in disappointment, leaving NASA with a million dollars in unclaimed prize money.

The games, held in Utah, are meant to encourage the development of an elevator capable of reaching into space. This remarkable sounding device could, it is hoped, be used for transporting people and cargo at a fraction of the cost of launching a space shuttle.

First conceived more than a century ago, a space elevator would consist of a cable anchored to the Earth and stretching into space, together with a vehicle able to climb it. Competitors need to design a strong rope or ‘tether’, and to create a ground-powered robot capable of climbing the rope at speed.

The honours in the climbing category went to the Space Design Team at the University of Saskatchewan in Canada. Their laser-powered climber hurtled up a ribbon more than 100 metres long in just 54 seconds, but this still wasn’t fast enough to reach the two metres per second target needed to seal the prize money.

Despite there being no winners this year, it seems likely that the teams will get another chance. The Californian Spaceward Foundation, who organised the event, have promised to hold the games again in 2008.
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After 52 hours alone in jungle, girl calls to say: 'Hi, dad, see you soon'   by Jo Tuckman in Mexico City

Thursday December 27, 2007
For 52 hours Francesca Lewis was alone, her arm and neck broken or fractured, lost in the jungle with no food and lying amid the debris of a plane which had crashed into the side of a remote volcano, killing the three other people on board.

Yesterday the 12-year-old had been reunited with her family - injured and somewhat confused, but "miraculously" healthy after her incredible ordeal in Panama. It appears that she had escaped death only by leaping or being thrown from the plane as it crashed; while recovering in hospital she was wearing a neck brace and had one arm bandaged.

Her father was the first to hear she was alive, in a call from Francesca by phone before she had been taken to hospital.
"My husband spoke to her this morning," said her mother, Valerie Lewis.

"She sounded good. She just said 'Hi, daddy. See you soon.'"
At her daughter's bedside in the hospital in the town of David, capital of the province of Chiriqui, 50 kms (30 miles) east of the crash site, she spoke about Francesca's remarkable survival.

"She's doing all right,"Valerie Lewis told CNN. "She is having tests done right now. The fact that she so far doesn't seem to have any major damage seems incredible."
Her mother added that it appeared Francesca had fallen, or been ejected, out of the plane when it slammed into the side of the Baru volcano over the weekend. Francesca's friend Talia Klein, aged 13, her friend's father, California businessman Michael Klein, 37, were both killed, along with the Panamanian pilot, Edwin Lasso.

Klein rented the single-engine Cessna to fly over the volcano on the last day of their holiday.
The cause of the crash is under investigation but the weather was bad around noon on Sunday. Witnesses in villages at the foot of the volcano told local reporters they saw a small plane flying very low, buffeted by strong winds and heavy rain.

Some 50 rescue workers began combing the densely-forested area, aided by dozens more local volunteers. Hampered by heavy rain and fog, it was not until Christmas Day the wreckage was discovered. The plane had split in two.

Francesca was close by, with hypothermia but conscious and talking - but totally disorientated - apparently thinking she was at home and wondering why an airplane wing was in her house.
"It is a miracle she survived the crash and two days without food, without anything," the head of rescue services, Roberto Velasquez, told the Guardian.

Velasquez said the rescue team found the girl at 4.30pm on Tuesday and immediately radioed back for food and medical supplies . It was too late to attempt the descent before nightfall, so they built a temporary shelter and spent the night warming up Francesca, attending to her hunger, thirst and wounds.

Once dawn broke they carried her down the mountain on a stretcher, taking five hours to trudge through heavy rain and deep mud. Eventually they reached terrain open enough for a helicopter to land. She was flown directly to a hospital where her mother, father, uncle and sister had arrived from their home in Santa Barbara, California.

"She apparently has some fractures, but she is stable and talking," Dr. Manuel de la Cruz told reporters at the hospital.

Members of the Klein family have also flown to Panama to await the recovery of their two bodies.

Francesca had been holidaying with Talia and her father at an exclusive eco-resort on Islas Secas, an archipelago owned by Klein, but had been expected home in Santa Barbara on Christmas Eve.

The three were flying to the town of Volcán, about a 45-minute-flight from the islands tnext to the Baru volcano, when their plane came down. Klein had reportedly been intending to take aerial photos of the 3,500-ft (1,067-m) volcano during the flight.

As chief executive officer of Pacificor LLC, a Santa Barbara company that manages hedge funds, Klein was described by friends as a brilliant businessman who had graduated from university aged 17.

He was also proud of his daughter Talia, an associate at Pacificor said: "She was an amazing, accomplished horseback rider - just an absolute winner. Solid, solid young girl."

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian News and Media Limited 2007
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Man dead in circus elephant enclosure            by Alex Tibbitts
December 28, 2007

AN ELDERLY circus worker was crushed by an elephant on the North Coast yesterday.

Police said a Stardust Circus worker found his colleague lying on the ground soon after entering the elephant's enclosure in a Yamba park about 5.15pm.

The man had had a heart attack and was pronounced dead at the scene 10 minutes later, a NSW Ambulance spokesman said.

A police media spokesman said the elephant trod on the man, but it was not known whether he had the heart attack beforehand.

"He was a really good guy," said one of the circus's owners, Jan Lennon, "He was an old pensioner guy who liked the lifestyle and he'd been with us a couple of years. He was like part of the family. Until his family are notified I can't say anything more."

The Stardust Circus, Australia's largest animal circus, will perform at Yamba from tonight until January 5, as scheduled.

It is believed it was a 50-year-old female Asian elephant named Arna, which was at the centre of an animal-cruelty case dismissed in 2004.

WorkCover will investigate the death.
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2007 was year of chaos for UK's wildlife, says National Trust                          by Sam Jones

Thursday December 27 2007

The unpredictable and extreme weather of the last 12 months has wreaked havoc on Britain's wildlife and is likely to cause further disruption as the effects of climate change are felt, the National Trust has warned.

The early spring coaxed many species out of hibernation and encouraged them to breed, while the summer's heavy rain and low temperatures caused problems for insects, birds and bats.

A male goldeneye duck was seen displaying months earlier than usual at the Bann Estuary in Northern Ireland in January, while the first bats were on the wing in late March - much earlier than normal.
Ladybirds, bumblebees, peacock butterflies and frogspawn all appeared early - in February - and April's warm weather saw adonis blue and marsh fritillary butterflies on the wing "radically" early. The cinnabar moth was a month early and green winged orchids flowered two months ahead of schedule.

But the bad weather in May meant some of the nation's favourite birds - including blue tits, great tits, reed warblers, whitethroats and willow warblers - suffered lower numbers than normal. The summer rains washed out nests and reduced butterfly, bee and hoverfly numbers as well as biting flies and mosquitoes, which in turn led to a bad year for bats. But the year was "very verdant and flowery" with plants benefiting from the wet weather.

Migratory birds such as redwings arrived early in the south of England this autumn, because of cold weather further north. And in October basking sharks were spotted for the first time off the Farne Islands - an unusual sight as plankton is not normally found in the North Sea at that time of year.

The National Trust's nature conservation adviser, Matthew Oates, said he believed wildlife would be increasingly affected by climate change. "It was an utterly unique year, full of extremes," he said. "Someone switched the tap on in early May and left it running until August, by which time it was actually too late for many species."

Although he acknowledged that individual weather events could not be attributed to climate change, he said: "This summer was a wake-up call for those who don't believe in the actuality of radical climate change."

"Our wildlife has never been stable, it has always been in flux, but we're now entering a radical period of flux which is possibly unprecedented in human history," he warned.
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