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Diana’s Death
Did Britain’s security forces accidentally 

kill Princess Diana while trying to give 
her a scare? It looks increasingly likely, as 

IAN WISHART explains
page 10

 Ground Zero
Twelve years ago this month, Investigate 

devoted an entire special issue to 
the 9/11 attacks. Our correspondent 

BARBARA SUMNER-BURSTYN was 
on the ground in New York. This was her 

first hand report.
page 16
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On the sidelines of junior sport last month, 
 talk turned to the ugly brawl between spectators 
and players at a an Under-19s rugby league game 

between the Penrith Waratahs and Western City Tigers the 
previous week.

The brawl at North Richmond hit the headlines because of 
damning photographs and a video taken by appalled observ-
ers. In the video, you see angry spectators rush the field after 
the Waratahs score the winning goals. About 40 people can 
be seen brawling, as women scream from the sidelines.

In one terrible photograph, you see a thug wearing Tigers 
shorts and weighing a hefty 100kg or more, appearing poised 
to stomp his full weight into the head of a Waratahs player 
who is lying on the ground, trying to shield himself with his 
hand.

The victim’s father, Scott Weekes, rushed in to help his son 
and was interviewed by Channel Ten later sporting a broken 
nose, facial cuts and bruised ribs.

“When spectators get involved there’s got to be something 
seriously done,” he said, with admirable understatement.

But violence unrelated to play has been a serious and 
growing problem for at least a decade, and it is only getting 
worse, despite various attempts to control it.

Four years ago a player of my acquaintance – let’s call him 
Ben, now 19 – played for a northern Sydney rugby league 
team against one of the Penrith teams. The first sign some-
thing was amiss was when the Penrith team arrived in cars 
– that they drove by themselves, for an under 15s match.

Then, after they lost the game, the Penrith players, wanted 
to fight. The parents of Ben’s team had to quickly bundle 
their boys into their cars to get away.

Lest you think such behaviour is an ailment of some thug-
gish rugby league culture unique to the western suburbs, 
think again. It also occurs on the supposedly gentrified 
sidelines of private school rugby union, and AFL.

At an under-14 rugby match last month at one of Syd-
ney’s most prestigious private schools, the behaviour of the 
parents of the host school was atrocious, particularly one 
foul-mouthed mother’s. They continually screamed abuse at 
the opposition players on the field.

Fed up at one point, one of the targeted players, a country 
boarder, yelled over to the group of ugly, braying parents on 

Violence in sport
Miranda Devine

the sideline: “We’re just 14 year old kids playing football!”
Exactly. Out of the mouths of babes.
Who knows what psychological disorder requires grown 

men and women to take a game of junior sport so seriously 
they lose all decorum or even sense of their own children’s 
well being.

This is not why hundreds of thousands of Australian 
children strap on footy boots each weekend. A tiny percent-
age will go on to play at an elite level. The rest are doing it for 
exercise, cameraderie and the character-building that team 
sports provides.

Vile abuse and violence from deluded parents living 
vicariously through their children undoes any good that 
comes from sport.

Penrith Junior Rugby League Legal Coordinator Don 
Feltis said that several of those involved in the violence were 
players who had been suspended. One had been banned 
from playing till the end of 2015, after throwing a water 
bottle at a referee and threatening to “smash” him.

Lest you think 
such behaviour 
is an ailment of 
some thuggish 
rugby league 
culture unique 
to the western 
suburbs, think 
again. It also 
occurs on the 
supposedly 
gentrified 
sidelines of 
private school 
rugby union, 
and AFL
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He planned to throw the book at those involved.
But it’s all very well to punish players. What about the 

parents who incite the violence and set the tone. There were 
reports from the Richmond brawl that parents were egging 
on the players to injure each other during the game.

Feltis says that “bad behaviour on the sideline” is increas-
ingly one of the biggest problems facing all sports in NSW.

Although police are investigating the Richmond brawl, it 
is just not possible to station officers at every junior football 
match across the state every weekend.

But we can all use the power of social stigma to mould 
proper behaviour. We have become too tolerant of raucous 

sideline antics. As well, criticism of referrees and match offi-
cials is at epidemic levels, where once the umpire’s decision 
was final, right or wrong.

One good idea from a week of soul searching came from 
grizzled former Penrith coach Phil Gould. He suggested a 
version of the South American “Silent Saturday” in which 
parents are allowed to attend the games but are not allowed 
to yell.

There’s no problem with cheering on your team but yelling 
at the children is just not on.

devinemiranda@hotmail.com

mailto:devinemiranda@hotmail.com
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HERS / TALKING POINT

Who’s monitoring 
food additives?
Sandy Bauers

A manufacturer 
can come 
up with a 
food additive, 
determine on 
its own that 
the additive 
qualifies as 
GRAS, begin 
using it, and 
never notify 
the FDA

About 10,000 chemicals are added to Americans’ 
 food to make it taste better or look better, to thicken 
it, preserve it, or otherwise improve it.

That’s an awful lot of chemicals for the federal Food and 
Drug Administration to monitor. How do they do it?

It turns out that, often, they don’t. According to the 
authors of a study published in JAMA Internal Medicine 
in August, the agency doesn’t even know what all the food 
additive chemicals actually are.

Laws that date to 1958 led to an additive designation called 
GRAS: Generally Regarded as Safe. GRAS applies to about 
43 percent of those 10,000 chemicals.

It’s the equivalent of a free pass to use the additive without 
advance permission. Originally, the list included common 
substances such as vinegar or oil, but it has grown in both 
size and complexity over the years. It now includes things 
like potato protein isolates and sodium ferrous citrate and 
beta glucans from oat bran.

In short, a manufacturer can come up with a food addi-
tive, determine on its own that the additive qualifies as 
GRAS, begin using it, and never notify the FDA – as has 
happened in about 1,000 cases, the researchers estimate.

Some companies do notify the FDA – often for marketing 
reasons. For the recent study, researchers examined all 451 
notifications from 1997 to 2012 that were published on the 
agency’s website.

They found that in every case, determinations were made 
by people with strong ties to the manufacturers – employees, 
or experts hired by a manufacturer or its agents.

“These are real conflicts of interest,” said lead author 
Thomas G. Neltner, director of a food additives project of 
the Pew Charitable Trusts, which funded the study.

What researchers don’t know is whether there were bad 
decisions. Often, it’s impossible for them – or the FDA – to 
tell, Neltner said.

Even when notices are submitted, “there is no disclosure 
to the FDA of those conflicts of interest,” said co-author 
Maricel Maffini, a Washington-based expert on food addi-
tives for Pew. “That’s what the FDA cannot evaluate.”

Neltner suspects that companies don’t blatantly declare 
an unsafe additive safe, that it’s more likely a matter of “a 
thumb on the scale,” a consultant being less than rigorous, 
or ignoring a twinge of doubt.

During the years covered by the study, the research-
ers found only one case in which the agency rapped some 
knuckles. In 2010, after reports of serious injuries and deaths 
among young people consuming caffeinated alcoholic 
beverages, the agency sent letters to four companies, asking 
whether they had made GRAS determinations about the use 
of caffeine in that combination.

None had, and all four “appear to have removed caffeine 
from such products,” the study’s authors wrote.

The research paper was accompanied by scathing com-
mentary from Marion Nestle, a New York University nutri-
tion professor.

“This state of affairs might not matter if all food additives 
were safe at current levels of intake. But some are not,” she 
wrote. “A few additives once assumed to be safe, such as 
cyclamate salts and sulfites, are now banned or no longer 
considered GRAS.”

Things may change – eventually. In 1997, the FDA pro-
posed new GRAS rules. Thirteen years later – after a 2010 
report by the Government Accountability Office criticized 
the program as too weak – the agency reopened the com-
ment period for the rules.
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Now, an FDA spokeswoman said in an e-mail that she 
could not predict a timeline for final regulations, but that 
the agency “plans to issue guidance to the industry” on 
GRAS criteria.

Leon Bruner, a senior vice president with the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association, defended the GRAS program 
as a “thorough and comprehensive process,” although he 
agreed it could be improved.

“Ensuring the safety of our products – and maintaining 
the confidence of consumers – is the single most important 
goal of our industry,” he said in an e-mailed statement.

Meanwhile, another study by Neltner and Maffini came 
out earlier in another journal, Reproductive Toxicology.

They searched the FDA’s database and found that, for 
about 80 percent of food additives, the agency lacked rel-
evant information, including toxicity data, about the safe 
amount to eat.

Bon appetit!



8 INVESTIGATEMAGAZINE.COM Oct/Nov 2013

America has some interesting ideas about what 
should and shouldn’t be broadcast. As an adult I am 
unable to watch a movie on TV with the swear words 

uncensored, no matter what time of the day or night it is. 
Yet in the advertising breaks (of which there are many) I 
can learn about any kind of drug, surgery or other medical 
treatment I like – including learning all about medication 
for deep vein thrombosis, whilst the characters enjoy them-
selves in New Zealand’s Milford Sound and Cathedral Cove.

It’s hard to comprehend that hearing the words “s**t” and 
“f**k”, or at least hearing their oh-so-very-offensive vowels, 
could somehow be more harmful to me than being invited 
to have invasive surgery, or take addictive medication with 
verbally listed side effects that include fainting, excessive 
sweating and the real killer: death.  

America’s censorship standards have come under scrutiny 
recently for broadcasting Miley Cyrus’ now infamous VMA 
performance. Miley’s dance routine with Blurred Lines 
singer Robin Thicke, a married father, had me going deaf, 
had me going blind, had me going out of mind – and not in 
a good way. The performance, which had Cyrus, dressed in 
nude coloured latex and most importantly, ill-fitting under-
wear, putting a giant foam finger in places that giant foam 
fingers were never supposed to go, bending over in front 
of Robin Thicke, whilst shaking her booty and poking her 
tongue out, was, to say the least, a little embarrassing. 

Having just spent the weekend in the Jersey Shore living 
it up like Snooki and JWoww (google it if you don’t know 
what I’m talking about) I’ve seen plenty of things that can’t 
be unseen, including a lot of Miley Cyrus-esk dance moves; 
otherwise known as twerking and the Jersey Turnpike. For-
tunately none of these aforementioned grinding, hip riding, 
shaking, bent over girls were on live TV or being looked up 
to by millions of young people. 

Miley has been defended by plenty of people who cite her 
age (20) as some kind of excuse for her behaviour. Reminiscing 
back to when I was twenty – all those two years ago – I remem-
ber I was focused on completing my law degree and getting my 
pilot’s license. I highly doubt that I, or any of my friends, would 
have thought it okay to grind on a married father’s crotch on or 
off live TV. Whether she likes it or not, Miley is not only a role 
model for young women, but also old enough to know better. 

Blurred lines 

An interesting photo comparison circulated Facebook in 
the wake of Miley’s highly publicized VMA tongue wagging, 
foam finger waving, twerk-fest. The post showed a photo 
of Miley in one of her stripper like positions and one of a 
woman breast feeding her baby. The sub-text read “one of 
these has been censored and the other hasn’t”. 

Both Facebook and Instagram have come under fire for 
censoring photographs of women engaged in the natural and 
healthy act of breastfeeding their babies. Yet images  of Cyrus 
hip-to-grinding-hip with Thicke have circulated freely. 

It seems we live in some kind of backward world where 
censorship allows us, especially those taking cues from 
American television, to be desensitized to violence, sex, and 
legal drugs, whilst being over sensitive to natural acts and 
the odd swear word. 

I know what I’d rather my (future) children were 
watching. 

www.chloemilne.com

Chloe Milne

Whether she 
likes it or not, 
Miley is not 
only a role 
model for 
young women, 
but also old 
enough to 
know better
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W
hen Princess Diana died in a 
Paris tunnel in August 1997, 
speculation was rife that she 
was the victim of foul play. 
“Princesses don’t die in road 
accidents”, was one com-

mentator’s view, overlooking the fate of Monaco’s 
Princess Grace back in 1982.

Nevertheless, if there was a story that reeked of 
the phrase “conspiracy theory”, the death of Diana 
was it. Here was a woman – the mother of a future 
king – who had betrayed her marriage vows, albeit 
in response to her husband’s long infidelity with 
“Squidgy” – Camilla Parker-Bowles.

Here was a woman who was taking on the 
military-industrial complex with a very public 
campaign against the use of land-mines in con-
flict, because of the injuries to children and other 
non-combatants.

Here was a woman rumoured to be pregnant to 

Dodi al-Fayed, son of the upstart Arab owner of 
Harrods in London.

Against all that, Diana was also the most photo-
graphed woman of her time, pursued by paparazzi 
relentlessly, all seeking the money shot. If anything 
was going to happen to Diana, it had to be “hidden 
in plain sight” because that’s the only way she lived 
her life.

Not surprisingly, then, debate has raged for six-
teen years over what really happened in that tunnel. 
The controversy came to New Zealand in 1998 when 
renegade British intelligence agent, ex-pat New Zea-
lander Richard Tomlinson of MI6, asked Howling 
At The Moon Publishing Ltd – the parent company 
of Investigate – to help publish his book, which 
included brief references to the Princess of Wales.

Over coffee in Auckland while trying to stitch 
together a book deal, Tomlinson explained to us 
how he had been tasked by MI6 to follow the Prin-
cess. When we passed on details of our conversation 

Sixteen years after the death of Princess Diana, new revelations 
about possible SAS involvement in her death have set the rumour-mill 
ablaze. The disappearance of an SAS soldier linked to the revelations 
has merely added fuel. IAN WISHART explores the story

Diana
Did The Princess Die In A Bullying 

Stunt That Went Wrong?

THE NEW EVIDENCE
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to a British publishing house using PGP 
email encryption, two things happened. 
Firstly, Fourth Estate Publishing in Lon-
don found their offices raided by Special 
Branch and their computers seized.

Secondly, the accountancy firm 
that holds our publishing company’s 
registered office details was served with 
an injunction by Crown Law in New 
Zealand forbidding any publication of 

Tomlinson’s memoirs.
So much for PGP encryption.
Other journalists and writers who 

tried to assist Tomlinson around the 
world found themselves also getting 
legal letters that stated “Injunctions are 
currently in place in the United King-
dom, Germany, Switzerland and New 
Zealand prohibiting the publication of 
information relating to Mr Tomlinson’s 

employment in the Secret Intelligence 
Service.”

Tomlinson fled but was later jailed 
for six months. He eventually pub-
lished his book in Russia, but much of 
the material relating to Diana was left 
out. What he did write was this:

“While reading BATTLE’s file, I came 
across something that, though just 
mildly interesting at the time, became 
significant five years later. Some of the 
meetings that were described took place 
at the Ritz hotel in Paris, and intel-
ligence on the whos, whats and wheres 
of these meetings was provided by an 
informant in the hotel.

“The informant did not have a 
codename and was just addressed by a 
P-number, referring to the number of 
his personal file.”

Tomlinson pulled the informant’s 
file and discovered “he was a 
security manager at the Ritz and 

was being paid cash by his MI6 handler 
for his reporting. Hotel security man-
agers are useful informers for intelli-
gence services because they have access 
to the hotel guestlist and can be helpful 
in bugging operations.

“What was a surprise was that the 
informer’s nationality was French, for 
we had been told on the IONEC how 
difficult it was to recruit Frenchmen to 
work for MI6, and for this reason he 
stuck in my mind.”

The man, said Tomlinson in his 
book, “was Henri Paul, who was killed 
five years later on 30 August 1997 in the 
same car crash that killed Diana, Prin-
cess of Wales and Dodi al-Fayed.”

Further in his book, Tomlinson 
describes how a fellow MI6 agent, 
Nick Fish, came up with a plan to 
assassinate Serb leader Slobodan 
Milosevic in the early 1990s, with a 
proposal “to arrange a car accident to 
kill Milosevic…Fish proposed using 
a bright flashing strobe gun to disori-
entate Milosevic’s chauffeur while the 
cavalcade passed through a tunnel. 
The advantage of a tunnel crash was 
that there would be fewer incidental 
witnesses and a greater chance that the 
ensuing accident would be fatal.”

Tomlinson writes he told Fish, 
“you’re off your trolley”.

Nonetheless, in August this year 

Years ago, Soldier N had mentioned 
in passing to his wife that the SAS 
had been involved in the Diana 
crash using a strobe light to blind the 
driver, Henri Paul
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Britain was rocked with the news that a 
private court case had been given new 
evidence about Diana’s crash.

The news emerged some two years 
after the evidence had been tabled in a 
bitter divorce dispute. The protagonists 
were a former SAS Sergeant, referred 
to as “Soldier N” and his ex wife. Years 
ago, Soldier N had mentioned in pass-
ing to his wife that the SAS had been 
involved in the Diana crash using a 
strobe light to blind the driver, Henri 
Paul. Like any household where mem-
bers are involved in national security, 
what happens on tour is supposed to 
stay on tour, but his wife mentioned 
the revelation to her parents.

If it happened, the deed would have 
been hidden in plain sight. Just another 
really big flashbulb on a paparazzi 
scooter. There were ‘paparazzi’ seen 
by witnesses at the scene who French 
investigators never managed to locate.

British media have reported the 
soldier’s wife as being “abso-
lutely certain” that her husband 

was genuine when he told her what had 
happened. However, as this magazine 
was going to press Soldier N reportedly 
fled Britain to avoid police questioning 
on the matter.

Richard Tomlinson, now working 
as a pilot in France, played down the 
revelations, telling UK papers the story 
sounded like “hogwash”, even though it 
sounds like exactly what he wrote about. 
The fifty year old Kiwi told London’s 
Express late September that “I think they 
will wrap it up pretty quickly, I don’t 
think anything will come out of it.”

At Diana’s 2008 inquest, however, 
Tomlinson testified on oath that he’d 
seen special forces soldiers training 
with “a piece of equipment that could 
give a very bright flashing light…I 
was told at the time that this was used 
in case they wished to disorient, for 
example, a helicopter pilot on landing.”

Tomlinson, however, might have his 
own reasons for pouring cold water on 
the case now.

“Richard Tomlinson has been liv-
ing in exile in France, but his elderly 
parents live in the UK,” explains 
author John Morgan, one of the world’s 
leading experts on the Diana crash and 
himself a Kiwi. He’s written ten books 

(available through Amazon) on the evi-
dence emerging from the inquests and  
has repeatedly made the front pages of 
the British press with his work.

“Several years ago British authorities 
finally relented and allowed Tomlinson 
to make visits to the UK, so I can under-
stand if he doesn’t want to rock the boat. 
His original account, what he told the 
French judge in 1998, was extremely 
significant, that he believed there could 
have been involvement by MI6.”

As for the strobe light being used to 
blind driver Henri Paul, John Morgan 
says there’s plenty of independent evi-
dence to corroborate that possibility.

“The bright flash was seen by three 
witnesses who were also in the tunnel 
at the same time as the Mercedes. Two 
of the witnesses were in front and one 
was behind.”

Those witnesses were motorists 
Francois Levistre, who was driving a 
car ahead of the Mercedes and  Souad 
Moufakkir. “She was a passenger in a 
car just behind Levistre and in front of 
the Mercedes, and then there was Brian 
Anderson who was in a taxi behind the 
Mercedes. All of those people saw the 
bright flash,” says Morgan. 

“The soldier’s wife told police the 
bright flash was caused by a pillion 
passenger on one of the motorbikes 
that got in front of the Mercedes. Now 
this is all supported by witness evi-
dence as well. There was a motorbike 
that passed the Mercedes just before 
the crash, it got in front, then there was 
a flash, and the driver Henri Paul lost 
control. So it all fits with the evidence.

“There is evidence that MI6 use SAS 

to do the dirty work on operations. 
The Mercedes was followed closely by a 
group of motorbikes, and there’s quite 
a lot of witness evidence to that effect 
about the journey from the hotel to the 
tunnel, so it is perfectly feasible that 
MI6 would call on SAS to be riding 
those motorbikes.

“The motorbikes were large bikes, 
whereas it’s been portrayed they were 
paparazzi, but on the night the genuine 
paparazzi were all accounted for and 
they were riding scooters and driving 
small cars. The motorbikes seen by the 
witnesses were large motorbikes and they 
could not have been the paparazzi. The 
paparazzi were still following a way back, 
they couldn’t keep up with the chase.”

Morgan’s claims are backed up by 
British journalist Sue Reid in the Daily 
Mail who conducted her own investi-
gation over several years and reached 
the same conclusion:

“Crucially, my investigations show 
that the paparazzi who supposedly 
hounded Diana to her death were not 
even in the Pont d’Alma tunnel at the 
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time of the car crash. 
“They also reveal how a high-pow-

ered black motorbike — which did not 
belong to any of the paparazzi — shot 
past Diana’s Mercedes in the tunnel.”

Reid reports:
“One of those eyewitnesses, a French 

harbour pilot driving ahead of the 
Mercedes through the tunnel, watched 
the scene in his rear-view mirror. 
Chillingly, he recalls the black motor-
bike stopping after the crash and one of 
the riders jumping off the bike before 
going to peer in the Mercedes window 
at the passengers.

“The rider, who kept his helmet on, 
then turned to his compatriot on the 

bike and gave a gesture used informally 
in the military (where both arms are 
crossed over the body and then thrown 
out straight to each side) to indicate 
‘mission accomplished’. 

“Afterwards, he climbed back on 
the motorcycle, which raced off out 
of the tunnel. The riders on the bike, 
and the vehicle itself, have never been 
identified. 

“The harbour pilot, whose wife was 
with him in the car, has described the 
horrifying scenario as resembling a 
‘terrorist attack’,” reports Reid.

“I don’t think that Soldier N was 
one of those men in the operation,” 
adds author John Morgan. “It comes 

across that he’s just been told the SAS 
were involved. The conversation came 
about because he’d been involved in 
giving advanced driving instructions 
to Prince William for the SAS, and he 
came home and told his wife. She says, 
‘oh, it’s a pity that their mother’s not 
around, that she died’, and then he’s 
gone and said, ‘well, the SAS did that’.

“Why didn’t police interview him 
earlier? They’ve had the file for about 
six weeks, and now he’s left. They’ve 
interviewed the wife, they’ve inter-
viewed the mother in law, but really 
they needed to interview Soldier N 
himself because he’s the one who made 
the original allegations. Now he’s 
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apparently in the Middle East.”
The Daily Mail, however, reckons it 

has a lead. Sue Reid’s recent report says 
the paper has the names of two Brit-
ish MI6 agents involved in the Diana 
crash, and Reid says those names have 
been repeated by other sources in the 
intelligence community. Rather than 
conspiracy theory, cock-up theory is 
raised as the real reason for the crash: 
that British intelligence just wanted 
to warn the princess off, but like the 
French Rainbow Warrior bombing, it 
all went wrong on the night. Reid says 
one intelligence source briefed her:

“He named the same two men, X and 
Y, who had overseen the ‘Paris opera-

tion’ and said the crash was designed 
to frighten Diana into halting her 
romance with Dodi because he was 
considered an unsuitable partner.

“ ‘We hoped to break her arm or 
cause a minor injury,’ said my infor-

Rather than conspiracy theory, cock-
up theory is raised as the real reason 
for the crash: that British intelligence 
just wanted to warn the princess off, 
but like the French Rainbow Warrior 
bombing, it all went wrong on the night

mant. ‘The operation was also overseen 
by a top MI6 officer known as the tall 
man, who is now retired and living 
on the Continent. He admits it went 
wrong. No one in MI6 wanted Diana to 
be killed’.”
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ON
DATELINE: NEW YORK,  
SEPTEMBER 2001

 E
veryone says New York 
has changed. And of 
course it has in all the 
obvious ways. Thou-
sands of lives lost, the 
world’s most optimistic 

buildings melted into ruins, entire 
companies wiped out, families from all 
over the world left bereft and confused. 
But it’s the little things that reveal the 
deeper, more fundamental changes. 
Funeral parlors and churches booked 
solid for weeks to come and the hues 
of New York’s habitual fashion black 
more predominant than ever, while 
the thousands of posters of ordinary 
people that now line poles and bill-
boards and shop fronts are starting 
to tatter, caught in the rain and grime 
and humidity of the city. And suddenly 
firemen are like rock-stars, construc-
tion workers are heroes, and in the 
street everyone wants to say hi to a 
policeman. 

With the destruction of the white-
collar heart of the city the blue-collar 
worker is now revered. Along the 
Westside Highway, closed to non 
essential traffic, even 11 days later, even 
at 10 o’clock at night New Yorkers are 
lining up to cheer. They cheer busloads 

When hijacked airliners struck the twin towers 
on the morning of 11 September 2001, Investigate 
correspondent BARBARA SUMNER-BURSTYN 
was across the border in Canada. With all air travel 
grounded, Burstyn took to rail to enter New York. This 
story, originally published by us in October 2001, is 
what she found in the rubble of that city

years
Remembering 9/11
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of exhausted, plaster pale construction 
workers. They cheer busloads of clean 
but still exhausted looking workers 
arriving for their 12-hour shifts and 
they cheer the guy delivering pallets of 
portaloos. On a corner in a typically 
New York moment a group of bystand-
ers strike up the national anthem while 
opposite an immaculate power couple 
turn to each other. ‘Must be the hippie 
corner over there’ says the husband. 
His wife shrugs, ‘perhaps they’ll do 
kumbaya next,’ and he puts his arm 
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around her and they both wave their 
little flags as the next rubble filled 
truck rumbles past.

While the world’s media is call-
ing Lower Manhattan, Ground Zero, 
New Yorkers call it The Zone. Within 
hours of the attack they were calling it 
The War Zone but within days it was 
reduced to its essence. “People don’t 
even ask if it will stick,” comments 
Chris Niles, “they know it will.” Niles, 
from South Canterbury is a novelist 
and CNN correspondent. She knows 
all about war zones having covered the 
Gulf War for CNN. 

But the attack on New York has 
affected her greatly, got down under 
her defenses not only because New 
York is her home but because of the 
symmetry and audacity of using the 

West’s greatest symbols; jet planes and 
skyscrapers, against themselves. She 
calls the attacks a terrible poetry and 
describes September 11th as a day liter-
ally separated from the flow of time. “I 
realized at some point that it was like 
Charles Dickens’ line from A Tale of 
Two Cities, it was the best of times, it 
was the worst of times. For so many 
people it was their darkest moment and 
for the rest of us there was this guilty 
sense of relief. Niles, whose fourth 
novel is about to be released in the US, 
was on the subway making her way 
to CNN within 10 minutes of the first 
plane. She describes the ride as horrific 
as the tunnel with filled with smoke 
and screaming people. But the devasta-
tion she discovered above ground was 
far worse. 

“I went on air just as the first tower 
was collapsing. It amazes me how we 
function in such times. The eye behold-
ing what the heart and mind has no 
concept of. In many ways I was my 
best person for those three days, whole 
chunks of time when we believed it was 
the end of world as we know it.” 

 Niles says the attacks have 
stopped her short and reorga-
nized all her priorities. Where 

before she wanted a book on the 
bestseller list now she’s happy when 
her husband comes home safe at night. 
And even mundane priorities have 
changed. “Before my husband was 
considering a new Hugo Boss suit, now 
he’s looking at clothes he can run in.” 
She says the attacks have punctured the 
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fallacy of our power, that sense of liv-
ing forever that comes with the ease of 
modern life as if somehow we have cre-
ated a society exempt from the wheel of 
life. Exempt from the fact of dying. “It’s 
been an almost unheard of privilege to 
live in an unaffected world for two gen-
erations and perhaps that’s heightened 
our sense of shock,” she says. 

As for retribution Niles says that 
President Bush’s speech on the Sep-
tember 19th scared her. “He raised the 
stakes, he told people that the Afghanis 
hate our freedom. But they don’t, the 
majority hate their own poverty, our 
freedoms are something they can’t 
even begin to understand.” As if to 
point out the difference she says in 
her own community her local Arab 
association sent out an email asking for 
help with simple, everyday tasks like 
shopping as many were afraid to leave 
their homes. Two hours later they sent 
out another asking people to stop, they 
were overwhelmed with offers of help 
and support. “That’s the world we want 
to live in, that’s the only antidote to 
poverty and hatred and terrorism.” 

Seared into everyone’s mind is 
where they were the moment 
they found out, the sense of 

incredulity flooding in, fighting with 
rationality and the need to understand. 
New Zealand fashion designer Rebecca 
Taylor was backstage at the New York 
Fashion Week waiting to take her lat-
est collection down the runway. Her 
models were late and those that did 
arrive were freaked out. By the time 
they found a television the second 
plane had already hit its target and the 
show was over. Taylor (31) trained in 
Wellington and has featured in just 
about every fashion magazine of note 
from American Vogue to Mademoiselle 
and Glamour. She calls September 11th 
the worst day of her life. The day when 
her world changed color. “Suddenly 
the Spring 2002 collection seemed like 
the most inconsequential thing in the 
world. In my heart I want to go home 
to Wellington, but when and how do 
you make that decision? Everyday 
since, we’ve been trying to judge if this 
is war and if so what it means and if we 
should stay or leave. It must have been 
like this for earlier generations. How 

do you know what decision to make?” 
Taylor says her main motivation is the 
sense of safety that she feels has gone 
out of her world. “America has never 
experienced war on it’s own soil, except 
a civil one but now every Muslim 
appears suspicious. I know that a whole 
nation is not to blame for the acts of a 
few but it’s hard to reason that when 
you see the destruction. And now every 
backpack on the subway appears sinis-
ter. Sarin or Anthrax sinister.” 

Taylor’s fears are echoed all over the 
city. It used to be that the threat of New 
York was from the inside but in the 
last few years the city’s crime rate has 
plummeted and almost every negative 
statistic has seen an upward turn. But 
as easily as if the wind had changed 
the sense of New York as a risky place 
is almost as palatable as the smell of 
smoke that still pervades the city. And 
the word every one fears is ‘chemical.’ 
Articles on the various chemical pos-
sibilities litter the papers and everyone 
has their pet fear. For Angus Vail, a 
New Zealander who recently became a 
naturalized American the chemical is 
Anthrax. Vail who manages retro rock-
ers Kiss, multi platinum band Three 
Doors Down and New Zealand’s own 
Shihad says all Americans should be 
given the Anthrax antidote to keep in 
their bathroom cabinets. 

On the morning of September 11 
Vail, Wanganui Collegiate old boy, 
was in Jersey Park when he looked 
over to see the twin towers moments 
after the first plane hit. “It grabbed our 
attention,” he says, “the word spread 
instantly through the city and everyone 
with a view of the towers was on their 
roof or at their window. It was like a 
movie trailer and we were a unsus-
pecting captive audience waiting for 
the main film to start.” He describes 
feeling disconnected as he watched the 

second plane swoop low over the water 
just in front of him. “There was a very 
long moment of pure disbelief then 
everyone’s cell phones starting ringing, 
other planes hijacked, bombings, bio-
warfare, it was all possible. A real sense 
of terror pervaded New York.” 

Vail says he was once described as 
the biggest liberal weenie. “And I was. 
But not anymore.” He now advocates 
greater security and more surveillance. 
He wants all encrypted emails consid-
ered a potential threat and all students 
on limited visas required to check in 
on a regular basis. “I know that sounds 
extreme to New Zealand but the fact 
that such a tiny minority could take 
on a nation of over 270 million people 
and cause such damage. They’ve 
already done the unthinkable so why 
stop there?” While he describes that 
day as surreal he thinks the maybe the 
weirdest thing he saw was on TV when 
Arafat and Sharon came out holding 
hands. “You know it’s damn serious 
when that happens.” 

But despite the fact that Vail says the 
attack has divided his life in two distinct 
segments he has hope that America will 
return to a semblance of it’s pre-attack 
freedom. “My wife’s grandmother is 
102. She’s experienced everything: flu 
epidemics, world wars, depressions and 
assassinations. She seen this country 
rebound many times. She says it will 
again. I’m holding on to that.” 

A few miles from The Zone, Ian 
Phillips was in a staff meeting when 
the attack began and the following 
days have been a flurry of staff sup-
port and attempting to get systems 
back up. 10 days later just getting into 
Phillips’ building is like running a 
security gauntlet. Bags are searched, 
id’s and business legitimacy scruti-
nized. As Executive Vice President of 
the Commonwealth Bank, Phillips says 

Civil liberties and high security 
are incompatible. I think this will 
increasingly pervade our culture 
and some will be transmitted to New 
Zealand. It will be a huge challenge for 
New Zealand to come to grips with
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increased security is a new fact of life. 
“Civil liberties and high security are 
incompatible. I think this will increas-
ingly pervade our culture and some 
will be transmitted to New Zealand. It 
will be a huge challenge for New Zea-
land to come to grips with.” One of the 
things that has stood out most for Phil-
lips is the need for leadership in crisis. 
Mayor Giuliani showed us all how it’s 
done. You couldn’t fault him, even 
with the top level of his fire service 
and advisors wiped out, it’s something 
worth thinking about. How would you 
lead in a crisis?” 

But even though Phillips is nurtur-
ing his business back to life he’s not 
altogether convinced New York is over 
the worst. He repeats concerns dis-
cussed all over the city. How safe is it? 
“There’s a great sense of the unknown 
right now. While I’m keen to get back 
flying I’m keeping my teenage son in 
New Zealand. New York used to feel 
like a safe city but it just seems too 
risky to bring him here.” Although 
Phillips does see signs that the city 
is recovering, at least from the initial 
shock. “Today someone yelled at me 
for crossing the street too slow. That’s 

a good sign, everyone was getting way 
too courteous.” 

And rebounding is what New York-
ers seem to be doing. As we dodge 
traffic heading uptown on Madison 
we have our first post-attack New 
York moment. The cabbie announces 
straight away that the attack proves 
New York is the world’s greatest city. 
“They didn’t chose Boston or Seattle, 
did they? He shouts out the window, 
“ya didn’t chose LA, did ya.” His voice 
dies away and we drive in silence till he 
comes out with a piece of pure cabbie 
wisdom. “Bet LA is real jealous, prob-
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ably invent their own attack next,” he 
says as he drops us off. 

Later a local TV producer takes us 
to her favorite bar, emptier than usual 
but still flowing with drunken New 
York Irish spirit, and relives her ‘zone’ 
moments. Her film crew was among 
the first on the scene, rolling up within 
hours with generators and catering 
trucks and later as dusk fell on Tuesday 
evening, with lighting rigs. She believes 
the attack has galvanized New York-
ers bringing out the best the city has 
to offer. When the call went out for 
waterglasses within an hour there were 
thousands of them. Boots, McDonald’s 
happy meals, rubber gloves, cell tow-
ers to detect frequencies, the supplies 
began to pour in. She’s exhausted but 
like the cabbie that New York thing 
is irrepressible. We’re across the road 
from the deserted Islamic Society of 
Mid Manhattan and a shut-up Kebab 
house. “Damn,” she says when she sees 
it, “that was my favorite Kebab joint”. 
And she’s convinced we should all take 
shares in cell phone companies, now 
that they’re life saving devices. And 
perhaps, she adds wryly, in some com-
pany that makes maps of New York, 
since no on can find their way round 
now the landmarks are gone. 

Doctors also rushed to the site 
but after the first few hours 
they were relatively idle. 

Almost two weeks later and David, an 
intern at a nearby hospital is back at 
The Zone, taking time-out to watch 
the clean up. On the day, he says he’s 
happy to talk to a complete stranger, 
it was obvious by early afternoon that 
there would be few survivors. He even 
realized Mayor Giuliani’s body bag 
order was optimistic. “The beds are all 
empty and the blood banks are over-
flowing. The destruction was greater 
than medical science. In a world where 
we are conditioned to believe we can 
fix anything the knowledge that this is 
beyond us all has been very sobering,” 
he says as we are moved along by heav-
ily armed cops who seem imbued with 
sensitivity. 

As David is lost in the crowd I see 
a young man in a suit taping a fresh 
picture of his wife to a post, oblivious 
to the impossibility of the mountain-

ous ruins behind him. As I watch he 
too is swept along in the silent group, 
stopping at the next vantage point, his 
posters over his arm, to gaze blankly 
at the still smoking, gaping acre of 
land while around him people weep or 
just stand and stare in numb dawning 
comprehension. 

It’s as if in our generation edged 
in Western privilege have forgotten 
about evil, forgotten mass graves and 
gas chambers and destruction. Or else 
we’ve seen so much of it on television 
and at the movies that we’ve come to 
believe evil is a construct. Or a video 
game played without consequence. Or 
something that happens over there, 

some where else. Or something we can 
pray or meditate away. Or worse still 
something we just don’t believe in – as if 
our non-belief is enough to make it true. 

But there it is for all the world to see, 
thousands of lives melted into ground 
zero, mixed with the dust that still flies 
through the air, breathable evil but 
blended now with innocence so that as 
you walk the streets of Lower Manhat-
tan it’s as if the air pressure changes and 
you can sense another presence and the 
smoke catches in your throat and you 
welcome it, breathing deeper, taking – 
by that simple human act of breath – the 
lost lives and evil as far down inside so 
you will not forget. Any of it.
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HERS | HEALTH

The thought of consuming 
 nothing but the juice of green 
leafy vegetables for five days 

terrified Jamie Hickok, but she couldn’t 
ignore the promise of more energy, 
weight loss and a glowing complexion.

“The first day I was like, ‘Oh my 
gosh,’ because the green juice tastes 
like what you smell when the lawn has 

Juice cleansing is a hit, 
but is it truly healthy?

been mowed,” Hickok said. “Now I call 
it liquid gold.”

Since Hickok’s first “cleanse” in 
April, the 37-year-old US woman has 
sipped many gallons of “liquid gold.”

Pulverizing stalks of kale and 
bunches of spinach into juice is 
nothing new. But juicing is seeing a 
resurgence.

WORDS BY AIMEE BLANCHETTE

Green smoothies are the new Star-
bucks for celebrities in New York and 
Los Angeles, where juice bars are a dime 
a dozen. Wall Street investors are pour-
ing money into companies that promise 
to take the guesswork out of juice detox 
programs. New businesses hawk fresh-
pressed nectars by the bottle. For many, 
juicing is the diet du jour.

Yet some health experts aren’t 
convinced.

“The intense interest around juicing 
is concerning,” said Cassie Bjork, a reg-
istered dietitian (www.dietitiancassie.
com). “There are a lot of good nutrients 
in the juice, but the problem is, it’s not 
balanced.”

But supporters are legion, pushing 
the practice into the mainstream.

“It’s blown up,” said Arturo Miles, 
who oversees the Juice Bar at the 
Wedge Community Co-op. “People 
want to detox, prevent cancer, and juic-
ing is a fast way to absorb nutrients.”

While the juicing industry’s worth is 
hard to gauge, sales are surging. More 
than $215 million worth of home juice 
extractors were sold in 2012, up 71 
percent over the year before, according 
to market-research firm NPD Group. 
BluePrint Juice Co. grosses more 
than $20 million a year by delivering 
prepackaged juices to your doorstep. 
Individual bottles cost between $8 and 
$10 at stores such as Whole Foods.

Who’s juicing? Everyone from 
parents who sneak carrots into their 
kids’ apple juice to those who undergo 
juice-only detoxes for several days at a 
time. Proponents claim that when juice 
is extracted from fruits and vegetables 
– leaving behind the fibrous pulp – the 
vitamins, minerals and enzymes are 

Juicing can be a good 
way to get fruits and 
vegetables into a diet, 
but there’s no sound 
scientific evidence that 
it’s any healthier than 
eating whole fruits 
and vegetables

http://www.dietitiancassie.com
http://www.dietitiancassie.com
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THE FACTS OF JUICING

Claim: The body absorbs more nutrients from juice.
Fact: The theory is that fibre, often filtered out of juice, is too taxing on the diges-
tive system, and that fibre impairs digestion of fruit and vegetable nutrients. The 
opposite is true. The digestive system needs fibre to function properly and to 
remain healthy.

Claim: Juices help cleanse toxins from the body.
Fact: No convincing evidence supports this claim. The liver and kidneys ef-
ficiently process and eliminate toxins.

Claim: Juicing helps with weight loss.
Fact: Weight loss (or gain) is about calories consumed and burned. Home-
made juices can have high amounts of natural sugars and surprisingly high 
calorie counts.

Claim: Juicing is economical.
Fact: Juicing machines cost $30 to $300. For frequent juice drinkers, the cost of 
juicing at home may be lower over time than purchasing 100 per cent juice. 
However, grocery costs can easily increase because of the volume of produce 
needed to make juice. The most economical approach may be to consume 

whole fruits and vegetables.

more quickly absorbed. Juicing fanatics 
claim the benefits include weight loss, 
elimination of toxins, clearer skin and 
increased energy.

Juicing can be a good way to get 
fruits and vegetables into a diet, but 
there’s no sound scientific evidence 
that it’s any healthier than eating whole 
fruits and vegetables, said Jennifer 
Nelson, director of clinical nutrition 
for the Mayo Clinic.

Other nutritionists worry that juic-
ing is being promoted as a quick way to 
lose weight.

Juicing too much can send a rush of 
sugar into the bloodstream, Bjork said, 
which spikes blood-sugar levels and is 
destructive to metabolism. Vegetable-
only juicing is a lot better, but Bjork 
still prefers a balanced smoothie with a 
healthy fat, like avocado.

Skepticism aside, juicing fans con-
tinue to replace certain meals – espe-
cially breakfast – with green juice.
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Let us now consider the 
 unwanted guest at the overflow-
ing table of modern society.

Perhaps we see the pointy teeth, the 
beady eyes, the long tail, and we think, 
“Yuck!”

Scott Horvitz and R. Kyle Palmer see 
all those things and think, “Business 
opportunity!”

We speak of the rat, and of its appe-
tite for human leftovers. Why not put 
that tendency to good use?

Horvitz and Palmer are the brains 
behind Opertech Bio Inc., a new 
start-up company that is using rats 
to test potential flavour additives for 
human food, and they seem to be on to 
something.

This month, Palmer reported in an 
academic journal that the animals 
were able to identify sweet, salty, bitter 
and other flavours with high accuracy, 
evaluating 96 compounds in little more 
than an hour.

What’s more, on behalf of an 
Opertech client, the animals have iden-
tified a new no-calorie sweetener that 
already has been validated in human 
taste tests, Horvitz said.

Alexander A. Bachmanov, a behav-
ioural geneticist who works with rats 
at the Monell Chemical Senses Center 
in America, is impressed with the com-
pany’s results, published in the journal 
PLoS ONE.

“I think the rats are amazing per-
formers,” said Bachmanov, who was 

Men not to blame

WORDS BY TOM AVRIL

Entrepreneurs use rats to 
find tasty ingredients

HERS | AltHEALTH
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not involved with the research.
In the eternal search for yummy new 

artificial and natural flavours, the food 
and beverage industry long has relied 
on humans to put candidate ingredi-
ents to the test. But human taste tests 
are time-consuming and expensive.

So in the last decade, flavour compa-
nies have tried to speed up the pro-
cess with so-called cell-based assays: 
laboratory tests that can help winnow 
down a list of thousands of possibilities, 
somewhat like what is used in the phar-
maceutical industry to find drugs. These 
tests reveal whether, say, a particular 
compound will bind to a sweet “recep-
tor” like the one in the human tongue.

That is still not enough to know 
whether the compound tastes good, said 
Palmer, a pharmacologist by training, 
who is Opertech’s chief science officer.

And so, in a small lab in Philadel-
phia, furry animals are at work in 
small metal and fiberglass cages. They 
are Sprague-Dawley rats, a standard 
laboratory strain with white fur.

Each animal is trained in advance 
to identify a taste such as sweet or 
salty, and then is presented with 96 
candidate compounds, one at a time, 
through a small hole in the cage floor.

If it licks the sample 30 or 40 times, it 
means it likes it, Palmer said. Just one 
or two times? A sign of rat displeasure.

Whether it likes the compound or 
not, the animal is trained to then press 
a certain lever if the flavour corre-
sponds to the taste it has been trained 
to recognize. Some press the lever with 
a paw, others with their teeth or snout.

“They all have their own style,” said 
Horvitz, the company’s chief executive 
officer. “Like a baseball player has a dif-
ferent batting stance.”

A rat that successfully identifies a 
flavour is rewarded with a food pellet.

The rat-testing machine was invented 
by Palmer when he and Horvitz were at 
another company, Redpoint Bio, which 
is now winding down its operations. 
They left to found Opertech 18 months 
ago, and acquired the taste-testing 
technology from Redpoint. The com-
pany has one other full-time employee, 
plus periodic interns.

Horvitz declined to disclose its rev-
enue, but he has done well in the past. 
A longtime biotech executive, he co-

founded 3-Dimensional Pharmaceuti-
cals Inc., which was bought by Johnson 
& Johnson in 2003.

Flavour-industry consultant Herbert 
Stone, a longtime sensory scientist and 
past president of the Institute of Food 
Technologists, said Opertech’s rats 
would be a great time-saver.

What’s more, their efforts will spare 
human subjects from having to taste 
some of the less-desirable flavour 
candidates.

“Many of these materials, even at very 
low levels,” Stone said, “are very bitter.”

Identifying a compound is just one 
step. Food manufacturers also must 
gauge the cost of mass-producing an 
ingredient, plus evaluate its safety – 
both of which must be done for the no-
calorie sweetener that the rats identified.

Still, Horvitz and Palmer are opti-
mistic that their efforts will land on 
store shelves.

But why rats? To start with, the 
animals are omnivores just like people, 
said Bachmanov.

And ever since rats engaged in, 
ahem, cohabitation with humans, the 
ones that learned to fancy human food 
were at an advantage.

Throw in the fact that the furry 
beasts, though much maligned, are 
pretty sharp. They have learned to live 
in a variety of non-native environ-
ments, such as sewers and subways.

Said Bachmanov: “It’s one of the 
most successful species on our planet.”

Yum.

In the eternal search 
for yummy new 
artificial and natural 
flavours, the food and 
beverage industry long 
has relied on humans 
to put candidate 
ingredients to the test. 
But human taste tests 
are time-consuming 
and expensive
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RIGHT: Google Nexus 7 the Stealth 
Case is an ultra-slim and lightweight folio 
made specifically for 7 inch devices. The 
Stealth holds the Nexus securely in place 
with a durable MultiFit silicone mount. 
It achieves infinite stand angles using 
M-Edge’s GripTrack technology, a friction-
based solution that provides the user with 
any typing or viewing position desired. The 
Stealth case is made with buttery smooth, 
soft-touch coated leather and is secured 
via a magnetic closure strap.
www.medgestore.com

RIGHT: AKG announces the little in-ear headphone 
that acts twice it size, sounding better than many on-ear 
models despite the fact that they’re the smallest in-ear 
headphone available. Incorporating a three-button, inline 
remote control with microphone, AKG K323 XS’s offer you 
instant connectivity with multiple Apple devices. The fact 
that this tiny, in-ear series delivers the sound qualities 
that AKG is famous for is innovation supreme.
www.akg.com

LEFT: The ARTISTRY YOUTH XTEND Collection combines a botanical 
extract –LifeSirt – derived from Mediterranean Myrtle, known for its skin 
rejuvenating properties. This botanical ingredient helps re-program 
the future of skin by increasing natural-occurring proteins – called 
Sirtuins – shown to strengthen and extend the lifespan of skin cells. 
This synergistic combination of botanicals amplified by technology 
produces skin cells that live longer, which is key to maintaining skin’s 
healthy look and youthful appearance.
www.artistry.com

ABOVE: This silky, fast absorbing concentrate delivers 
unprecedented brightening power directly to the cellular 
level. Provides instant skin radiance, and in 24 hours, a 
significant reduction in melanin production.
www.artistry.com

http://www.medgestore.com
http://www.akg.com
http://www.artistry.com
http://www.artistry.com
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LEFT: Babolat unveils yet another 
breakthrough innovation to the game of 
tennis: the new Babolat Play Pure Drive. 
Babolat Play, the world’s first connected 
tennis racquet, allows every player to live a 
unique experience based on progression, 
fun and sharing. Sensors integrated into 
the handle of the Babolat Play racquet 
allow players to have access to exciting 
data about their game including shot 
power and ball impact location, adding 
concrete information to the sensations 
they already receive. 
www.babolat.com

RIGHT: M-Edge’s cases offer 
personalization and protection to match 
any color phone and any personal style. 
Bestselling case styles offered for the 
iPhone 5C and 5S include the Echo 
and Snap. With a two-layer design and 
brightly colored prints, the Echo is must-
have protection and style. Simple but 
elegant, the Snap Case is ultra-thin and 
showcases classic M-Edge patterns. The 
cases range in price from $20 to $35. 
www.medgestore.com

LEFT: Inspired by the star’s lifetime 
love of lingerie and distinctive grand 
Hollywood style, Von Follies by Dita Von 
Teese encapsulates 1950s elegance 
with distinct touches of velvet ribbons 
and opulent lace. The collection 
is designed to flatter the feminine 
silhouette and ensure women of all 
shapes and sizes feel confident and 
elegant in their lingerie.
www.farmers.co.nz

http://www.babolat.com
http://www.medgestore.com
http://www.farmers.co.nz
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As Kiwis, we love a good bar-
 becue. With the hot summer 
sun beating down on us and a 

cold Speights in one hand, tongs in the 
other, we gather with friends and fam-
ily and throw some cheap steaks and 
sausages onto the barbie and proceed 
to flame grill them with a casual sleight 
of hand that is ever so nonchalant in 
every way but at the same time, so 
very decidedly thought through, so as 
to give the impression of having the 
ultimate barbecue knowledge to save 
face in front of your guests or admiring 
children.

You see, there can be an actual art to 
mastering the barbecue and for prepar-
ing the food that will soon be adorning 
its charred metal bars, from different 
seasonings and rubs; sauces and gar-

nishes, to different meats and cooking 
styles which can be a way to really 
spice up your summer and a sure fire 
way to impress your friends. But before 
we go into the intricacies, we must first 
take a look at the past to understand 
the history of the legendary barbecue.

‘Barabicu’ is believed to be the origi-
nal description of what we now know 
as the barbecue, having been found in 
literature from the early Caribbean. It 
was then introduced to the European 
languages as ‘Barbacoa’ which trans-
lates as ‘sacred fire pit.’ This was prob-
ably more along the lines of the Hangi 
or Umu that is found in the traditional 
Maori and Polynesian cultures and is 
still practiced today.

Traditionally in the southern United 
States, a whole pig was often caught and 

prepared for the barbecue. Being a low 
maintenance food source in the nine-
teenth century, the pork was often sent 
off to fend for itself. It was then caught 
once food supplies were looking grim 
and prepared for the grill. In Brazil, the 
technique was a little different though, 
with a larger range of meats used for the 
‘Churrasco’, which is believed to have 
originated in the 1600s-1700s and then 
went on to achieve country wide fame 
in the late nineties. 

Churrasco was to essentially cover 
the meat in a coarse salt and then leave 
it for around half an hour before stick-
ing the joint with a sword and cooking 
over a fire. Beef was the main meat of 
choice in the early days, with poultry 
and lamb making an appearance later 
on, usually marinated overnight so 

Paradise by the flame-grilled light
WORDS BY MATT WISHART
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as to take on all of the flavours before 
being grilled above the glowing red 
flame that engulfs the meats.

Barbecuing has taken on a more 
varied role now, and with the option of 
heavy experimentation with our foods 
and a whole new world of flavours and 
ideas to choose from, the possibilities 
are seemingly endless.

Let’s take a look at one of my 
favourite things to cook first of all, the 
mighty and delicate world of seafood. 
Being one of the harder food groups to 
cook well, it is naturally intriguing and 
challenging along with being a broader 
canvas from which to work with; 
flavours, styles and types being the pre-
dominant choices for experimentation.

Perhaps you would like a whole 
roasted Snapper with the light hint of 
a bourbon and maple smoke imparted 
into the flesh and a mixture of a sweet 
mirin, kecap manis and brown sugar 
glaze to bring out the colour of the 
beautiful fish. The glaze gently dances 
around with the smoky hints of the 
bourbon and maple, giving you an 
exquisite explosion of flavour from 
every bite. 

Maybe a side of Salmon is more your 
style, grilled alongside caramelized 
bananas and a fresh zesty Summer 
salad, whatever it is, you are definitely 
not limited in your choices. 

The most important part of barbecu-
ing your food is the preparation of the 
meat. You want to have a good mari-
nade that will enhance the flavour of 
the food you are cooking, but have it 
so that it isn’t overpowering the dish or 
the meat. But what goes with what and 
how much do we add to get that perfect 
match? If you want to stay on the safe 
side you can go with the most com-
monly used marinades, so for example 
you could use a BBQ marinade for 
your steak, a herb rub for your lamb 
and a wood smoke flavour for your 
fish. But if you want to have a bit of fun 
and experiment with your marinades 
then by all means, go for it. 

Lamb racks are one of my favourite 
cuts of meat to work with. Sure, they 
don’t have a huge amount of meat 
for what you get, but they pack a lot 
of flavour and they are very visually 
appealing which, if you are cooking 
for guests, is a big plus. The easiest 

marinade you could make for the 
Lamb would be a subtle salt and herb 
rub. Get a bunch of fresh herbs such as 
Thyme, Rosemary, Mint and Oregano 
and finely chop them, leaving the Rose-
mary as it is. 

Mix the chopped herbs together 
with some salt and rub it over the rack. 
Then you can rub a small amount of 
chopped garlic over the skin or if you 
want the garlic to infuse into the centre 
of the rack, get some whole cloves and 
a small paring knife, make some small 
incisions along the rack and press the 
clove inside the meat. You can do the 
same with the Rosemary sticks, you 

Barbecuing has taken 
on a more varied 
role now, and with 
the option of heavy 
experimentation with 
our foods and a whole 
new world of flavours 
and ideas to choose 
from, the possibilities 
are seemingly endless
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Churrasco Marinade Mix

You’ll need:
3 heads garlic

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black peppercorns

1 cup orange juice

1/4 cup fresh lime juice

1/4 cup fresh lemon juice

1 cup onion, minced

2 teaspoons oregano

1 cup olive oil

Method:
1. Using a mortar and pestle, grind the gar-

lic, salt and peppercorns into a paste. Mix 

the paste into the rest of the ingredients and 

whisk together. Sit for 30 minutes.

2. Cover the meat with the marinade mix, 

wrap and store in the fridge overnight, 

though you can use it after five hours if you 

must.

3. Grill the marinated meat outdoors on the 

barbecue. (Make sure your coals are hot 

and white!). For the steak – you can cook 

them however you like it -- from rare to well 

done. However, the rarer the meat, the more 

tender and flavourful!

can either tie them around the rack 
with some string or you can slide them 
through the meat so the flavours from 
the stalk release inside the meat as you 
cook it. 

Drizzle with some Olive Oil and 
leave to sit for around 30 minutes to an 
hour and then place upon a pre-heated 
barbecue and sear off on the bars 
before turning down the heat and leav-
ing to cook for around 5 minutes on 
each side, or a little longer depending 
on how big the rack is and if you like it 
medium or rare. 

Smoking meats on the barbecue is 
also a fun and easy way to spice things 
up for guests; the woody smell drifts its 
way around the garden and if you do 
it properly you will look like you know 
what you are doing and earn some big 
points with your friends.

There are a couple of ways you can 
do this, the first of which is to get some 
smoking trays from a home depot 
store, these are basically small metal 
boxes with a lid and holes on top to let 
the smoke out. All you have to do with 
these are to line them with tin foil for 
easy cleaning and fill with your smok-
ing chips, place over the flame and let 
her rip. 

If you can’t really be bothered pick-
ing up some smoking trays for a one 
off meal then you can use some tin foil 
instead, making a double layer on the 
bottom and filling with smoking chips 
and then folding a tin foil top over 
these and poking holes in the top to 
release the smoke. 

The easiest way to experiment with 
smoking is, of course, in choosing the 

smoking mix that you use. Don’t use 
your own offcuts – treated timber is 
poisonous. The general mix (and you 
can pick these up from the big DIY 
chains) is just to use a pre-cut wood 
chip that is selected for smoking such 
as Manuka or Kawakawa but you can 
put a whole range of different things 
into your smoking mix to really bring 
out your own personal flavour. 

I tend to use a range of tea’s, chilli’s, 
rices and herbs. You can mix those 
in with the wood chips or mix them 
exclusively with the rice and use that to 
smoke, though I prefer a little wood in 
my mix to get a good smoke going. For 
my competition dish at the Auckland 
Food Show in 2011 I used a smoking 
mix of Manuka wood chips, brown 
sugar, Dilmah Rose tea and a berry tea 
along with a little vanilla pod mixed in 
with it all. 

I also marinated the Salmon in a 
Rose sugar syrup mix to emphasize the 
Rose element of the dish and to help 
bring the flavour out as it’s not very 
dominant by itself. 

Once you have your smoking mix 
ready you can get the barbecue nice 
and hot and then get the smoking chips 
in there, shut the lid and let it fill with 
smoke, if you are cooking beef, lamb, 
pork or sausages, you can leave those as 
is on the grill plate, if you are cooking 
fish you will want to put it on a tin foil 
and baking paper base with some holes 
poked in the bottom, otherwise you 
will have one hell of a job getting that 
fish back out again in one piece. 

For the Churrasco way of bar-
becuing, you will want to use the 
recipe provided with this article. With 
Churrasco, you want thin slices of 
meat that will take on the marinade 
quickly so for beef, the most common 
cut that they use is a long flat cut of 
skirt, aka plate steak, it’s not the same 
as flank steak though so don’t get the 

two mixed up when you are at the 
butchers. 

For chicken you want to 
either pound the breast or 
thigh down into a thin slab 

or alternatively you 
can slice it into 
flat pieces. 
If you have 

some metal 

skewers then use these to skewer your 
marinated meat, if not, you can soak 
some long wooden skewers in water 
overnight and spike your meats with 
those. 

Now that everything is marinated and 
skewered up, you can place them onto 
the barbecue on a high heat, the more 
flames the better in this case, though be 
careful not to turn them into lumps of 
charcoal at the same time.

Experiment with different marinades 
and rubs for your meats, the barbecue is 
a wonderfully versatile cooking imple-
ment and the more you play around 
with flavours and smoking mixes, the 
more you will discover just what your 
barbecue can do to your food. 
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Yolking around
Eggs aren’t just for breakfast anymore, says 
James Morrow. Just make sure they’re fresh

I had a friend, many years ago, 
 who was terrified of eggs. He 
wasn’t plagued by dreams that 

involved giant eggs coming out of the 
sky, or having to stand up naked and 
give a speech to the annual convention 
of the Egg Marketing Board. Instead, 
it was the mere sight of an egg outside 
of its shell that absolutely horrified 
him. One of his more darkly hilari-
ous monologues involved his horror at 
going out to a pizza restaurant in Paris 
once with a large group of relatives and 
an even larger hangover the day after 
his sister’s wedding, and having a pie 
with a quivering fried egg cracked into 
the middle of it placed in front of him 
by a smirking garçon.

Oddly, though, ‘hidden’ eggs didn’t 
bother him. Sauces made with eggs, 
meatloaves bound by eggs, French toast 
soaked in eggs – all of that was fine by 
him, so long as he wasn’t around to see 
the preparation. Which shows that even 

if he had a few screws loose in the food 
department (it would take a Freud-
ian half a decade to work out how his 
mother gave him this particular pho-
bia), he at least had pretty good taste.

Needless to say, I’ve never known this 
terror. Poached on toast with a sprin-
kling of Maldon sea salt; fried in butter 
and drizzled with hot sauce (Tabasco is 
great, but my new favourite is a Mexican 
brand called Tapatío); or gently scram-
bled with lots of cream, chives, and 
smoked salmon, I just don’t think it’s 
possible to go wrong with eggs. Unless, 
of course, one overcooks them.

But it is this first preparation, poach-
ing, that seems to cause many home 
chefs the most grief. Raised to believe 
that poaching an egg involves some 
sort of complicated French alchemy 
involving whirlpools and vinegar, and 
until recently unable to get anything 
fresher than supermarket eggs that 
have spent days or weeks in trucks and 

on shelves, even many good cooks I 
know just don’t care enough to bother. 
Which is a shame, given that it is 
so easy, and the results potentially 
fantastic. Nothing showcases a really 
good egg like poaching. All one needs 
to do is heat a pan of water – about an 
inch or so deep – with a slug of good 
white wine vinegar to the just-bubbling 
point, slide the eggs in one by one, and 
wait a few minutes before pulling them 
out again with a slotted spoon. If need 
be, you can stop the cooking by plung-
ing the eggs into a bowl of ice water 
and reheat later, a great technique if 
you’ve got a crowd coming for brunch.

Which brings us to the first prob-
lem with eggs, no matter how they 
are prepared: most of the eggs found 
on supermarket shelves are not truly 
fresh, and are laid by chickens fed in an 
insipid diet that leaves their product as 
tasteless as the factory tomatoes over 
in the produce section. This means 
they won’t poach properly – instead, 
they’ll run all over the pan (don’t ask 
me to explain the science, just trust 
me on this). Worse, they’ll be tasteless. 
Although there are many instances 
where an ‘organic’ label is just a 
marketing con to separate greenies 
from their money – more on this in a 
subsequent column – when it comes to 
eggs, every input counts. If your farmer 
is playing music to his hens, make sure 
it’s calm and relaxing stuff. Remember 
the study which showed that students 
who listened to Mozart for half an 
hour before taking an examination did 
better than those who listened to heavy 
metal? The same principle applies here: 
You can’t get good eggs from chooks 
whose nerves are being jangled up by a 
Wagner fetishist.

I get my eggs from my local farm-
ers’ market, where they sell free-range 
eggs from Chanteclair Farm, and there 
are plenty of similar producers in New 
Zealand. These eggs, which can also 
be found in some supermarkets, are 
always fresh, and the hens have been 
fed a special diet that makes their yolks 
rich, golden and creamy – as well as 
high in Omega-3, which fights cho-
lesterol and helps mute the chant of 
‘remember, thou art mortal’ that tends 
to play in the back of one’s head when 
one eats as many of the things as I do.

HERS | CUISINE
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Best-ever beans & eggs
When the mercury is low and the bank bal-

ance lower (or even if it’s not), this is a great, 

cheap plate of comfort food that elevates its 

humble ingredients to far more than the sum 

of its parts.

You’ll need:
1 800g tin of Heinz baked beans in 

tomato sauce

1-2 brown onions

3-4 tablespoons brown sugar

50 grams butter

Balsamic, red wine, or sherry vinegar

White wine vinegar

Dijon mustard

4 slices bread (I like Helga’s Light Rye)

Salt & pepper

4 eggs

1. First, caramelize the onions. Slice the 

onions into thin half-moons, and put them 

into a wide pan over very low heat with the 

butter, and just let them sit there, stirring them 

occasionally. The more time you can devote 

to this, the better: you want them to slowly 

sweeten with just the barest of heat. About 

ten minutes in, throw some brown sugar in 

– this will really up the sweetness factor. After 

about twenty minutes, turn up the heat to 

medium and throw in the balsamic (or red 

wine or sherry) vinegar until it reduces, and 

then add the beans, stirring in Dijon mustard, 

salt, and pepper.

2. Meanwhile, get another pan out to poach 

the eggs. Put in an inch or so of water, add 

the white wine vinegar (this helps hold the 

eggs together), and heat to the barely-boil-

ing. One by one, crack the eggs into a cup or 

small bowl and slide them into the water.

3. Toast the bread, and cut it into quarters. 

Assemble by putting half the beans on each 

of two plates, arranging the toast quarters 

around the beans, and putting two poached 

eggs on top of each. Season with a bit more 

salt and pepper, and serve.

Serves: two.

I first saw the great American-Italian chef 

Mario Battali make a variation of this in the 

U.S. many years ago; since then, I’ve discov-

ered that poaching eggs in some other sort 

of sauce is a staple dish in many cultures. 

The Persians, in fact, do a remarkably similar 

version of this; they call it gojay farangi; in our 

house, what my three-year-old calls ‘special 

eggs’ is an unbreakable Saturday tradition.

You’ll need:
Olive oil

1 good-sized brown onion

2-3 (or more) cloves garlic

½ birds eye or bullet chili, chopped 

(optional)

2 x 400g tins peeled Italian plum  

tomatoes

Dried mint

4 slices of thick, crusty Italian bread

4 eggs

1. Make a simple red sauce. Dice the onions, 

slice the garlic, and throw it in a hot pan of 

olive oil with the optional chili. Feel free to 

throw in a slug of the previous night’s wine at 

this point if there is any left over; red sauces 

are a very personal thing. Add the tomatoes 

(make sure they’re imported from Italy; if 

you want to buy local, avoid Aussie tins and 

make the sauce with fresh tomatoes instead), 

breaking them up with a wooden spoon. 

Add some dried mint, which is my personal 

touch, and let simmer, uncovered

2. Once the sauce has cooked down a bit, 

use a spoon or a ladle to make a depression 

in the sauce, then crack an egg into the well, 

repeating until all the eggs are in. Cover and 

let simmer.

3. Meanwhile, toast the bread – I like to rub 

the slices with olive oil and a smashed clove 

of garlic, but that’s not 100 per cent neces-

sary – under the grill. By the time the bread 

is ready, the eggs should be coming pretty 

close to done as well. Plate them up by put-

ting two pieces of bread on each plate, then 

topping with an egg and red sauce.

Serves: two.

‘Special’ eggs, italian style
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Summertime, and the biking 
 and hiking are easy at Whistler.

The British Columbia resort, 
known for its world-class skiing, has 
also turned itself into a popular sum-
mer resort. Visitors can ride lifts that 
swoop up to more than 7,000 feet, 
giving spectacular mountain views 
and easy access to high-country hiking 
trails. Down in the valley, the 24-mile 
paved Valley Trail (for bicyclists, 
walkers, joggers and roller-bladers) 
makes for easygoing pedaling through 
parkland and forests, along a string of 
small lakes, and past envy-inducing 
vacation homes.

Of course, Whistler summertime 
visitors could go hard-core with thigh-

burning, tough hikes in the backcoun-
try and strenuous mountain-biking on 
dirt trails.

But these more mellow biking 
and hiking options suit people of all 
ages and stamina, from preschoolers 
to elders. And at the end of the day 
visitors can settle down in Whistler’s 
comfortable hotels or condos; enjoy 
good restaurants and shopping; or just 
people-watch and stroll in the pedes-
trian-friendly Whistler Village.

On a sparkling summer afternoon, 
I set off on a rented bike for a mostly 
level 10-mile loop on part of Whis-
tler’s Valley Trail (plus some gravel 
bike paths that link to the trail).I just 
wish I’d taken my bathing suit. Start-

ing from Whistler Village, I cruised 
along the path to Lost Lake, a teardrop 
lake tucked into a forested park just a 
10-minute ride away. Dozens of people 
were splashing in the water at a little 
beach on the hot, sunny day; there was 
even a separate swimming beach for 
dogs since almost everyone at Whistler 
seems to have a canine family member.

The main biking/walking routes at 
Lost Lake are gravel, but well-main-
tained and easy to ride. (There’s also a 
web of miles of narrower, steeper gravel 
trails around Lost Lake for those who 
want to play around on their bikes.)

Moseying onward, I scooted along 
the paved Valley Trail with a handful 
of other bicyclists. Soon we hit Green 

Biking and hiking 
made easy at Whistler
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tain you’ll also find restaurants, cafes, 
restrooms and shops – for that extra 
fleece you might need since it can be 
cold on high.

Hiking trails radiate from the top of 
the lifts. Take a15-minute stroll, such 
as the interpretive loop walk at the 
Whistler summit, with signs telling of 
natural and cultural history. Or take 
a longer hike to get away from the ski-
area infrastructure and the weekend 
flocks of mountain sightseers.

On Whistler, the High Note trail is 
one of the best for getting away from 
it all, said Arthur DeJong, Whistler-
Blackcomb’s planning/environmental 
manager. It’s a 5.8-mile (round-trip) 
high-country trail through alpine 
meadows with wide-open views, 
including a look at Black Tusk, a mas-
sive, chimney-like volcanic spire.

DeJong, who began working at 
Whistler 33 years ago when the 
administration office was just a trailer, 
said the Lakeside and Decker loops on 
Blackcomb Mountain are among his 
favorite trails.

You could make a shorter walk or a 
full day with those Blackcomb loops, 
lingering by an alpine lake or in wild-
flower meadows. Or just stopping to 
enjoy the views of craggy peaks.

It’s high-country hiking made easier, 
thanks to the lifts. So lace up your 
boots, take a ride, and get walking.

Lake, one of a string of small lakes in 
the narrow Whistler Valley, where the 
trail runs along a block-long boardwalk 
and past some lavish stone-and-timber 
homes (yes, I want one). Ducks drifted 
by the lakeshore’s verdant rushes; 
fishermen in waders cast for trout; 
canoeists paddled serenely past.

The scenery kept getting better. I 
stopped to picnic and drink in the 
views along the peaceful shores of the 
River of Golden Dreams, a suitable 
name for a three-mile-long, burbling 
bucolic stream that the Valley Trail 
skirts. People floated gaily past in little 
rubber rafts and kayaks. Whistler and 
Blackcomb mountains rose steeply 
across the valley, the ski runs carved 
out of their forests looking like dozens 
of vertical fairways.

After drinking in the views, I 
pedaled to my last stop, the sparkling 
1.5-mile-long Alta Lake. At Rainbow 
Park, a stretch of lawn and sandy 
swimming beach along the lake, 
couples sprawled on the grass; admira-
bly fit 20-somethings played volleyball; 
and families swam in the sun-warmed 
water (again, I wished for my bathing 
suit). The enticing aroma of barbe-
cued chicken wafted through the air. 
Hungry, I pedaled a few miles back to 
Whistler Village for a sushi dinner and 
a good night’s sleep, the perfect end to 
a gentle biking day.

The next day I headed for the high 
hills. Two long lifts – a gondola (with 
enclosed cabins) and an open-air 
chairlift – carried me about 5,000feet 
up from the village to the rugged, 
rocky 7,156-foot summit of Whistler 
Mountain.

It felt like the scenic top of the world, 
with a 360-degree panorama of glacier-
draped peaks, vast forests and the 
valley far, far below.

Sightseers, mountain bikers and 
hikers (and trail runners) can ride lifts 
up either  Whistler and Blackcomb 
in summer. Or do both in a day since 
the swooping Peak 2 Peak gondola 
links Whistler and Blackcomb at mid-
mountain stations. The Peak 2 Peak is 
an extraordinary ride: a two-mile ride 
with gondola cabins dangling a diz-
zying 1,430 feet above the valley floor; 
there’s even a glass-bottomed gondola 
cabin for the intrepid. At mid-moun-

IF YOU GO:
WHERE: Whistler is a very scenic 77-mile drive 
north of Vancouver, B.C.
SUMMER LIFTS: Five major lifts are open daily 
on Whistler and Blackcomb mountains from 
now through Sept. 22. From Sept. 23 through 
Oct. 14, lifts are open weekends only (and for 
the Canadian Thanksgiving holiday on Oct. 14)
LIFT TICKETS, MAPS: A daily lift ticket is 
$48.95 Cdn. for an adult (Canadian and U.S. 
dollars are almost at par). If you’re going to 
ride the lifts for more than one day, buy a sea-
son pass for $79.95 Cdn. (or there sometimes 
are online discounts for advance-purchase 
tickets). Children 7-12 are about half price; 
children younger than 6 are free.
BIKING: Sports shops in Whistler rent bikes. 
For a Tourism Whistler biking map, see www.
whistler.com/resources/pdf/maps/Hik-
ing_Biking_Map_Web.pdf
For suggested biking routes on the Valley Trail, 
see www.whistler.com/itineraries/valleytrail

The main biking/
walking routes at Lost 
Lake are gravel, but 
well-maintained and 
easy to ride

http://www.whistler.com/resources/pdf/maps/Hiking_Biking_Map_Web.pdf
http://www.whistler.com/resources/pdf/maps/Hiking_Biking_Map_Web.pdf
http://www.whistler.com/resources/pdf/maps/Hiking_Biking_Map_Web.pdf
http://www.whistler.com/itineraries/valleytrail


36 INVESTIGATEMAGAZINE.COM Oct/Nov 2013

THE LUMINARIES
By Eleanor Catton
Victoria University Press, $35.00
Eleanor Catton, it seems, can do no 
wrong, but is she doing anything right – 
apart from selling well? 

Her first novel, The Rehearsal, writ-
ten when the author was virtually a 
child of 21 (or so) set a new hallmark 
in schoolgirlish bitchiness, as well 
as including flashes of purple writ-
ing – understandable in one so young. 
Femmes were impressed; chaps less so. 

The Rehearsal was published in 
17 territories and 12 languages – an 
impressive achievement for one barely 
out of school uniform. The pensive-fea-
tured, marginally beautiful Ms Catton 
was made an adjunct professor at Iowa 
University. I was the first New Zealand 
writer to take part in the International 
Writing Program at Iowa University 
and they didn’t make me an adjunct 
professor, though I was awarded an 

honorary fellowship in writing. Pos-
sibly the two awards come from the 
same honorary academic page?

Catton, who is not yet 30 and clearly 
wastes little time on the iPad, iPod, 
iCloud or iClod, has produced the 
largest New Zealand novel in 110 years 
– since the monumentally dull dysto-
pian novel Limanora by J. Macmillan 
Brown, grandfather of poet James K. 
Baxter, published in 1903. The clearly 
immensely talented and narratively 
inventive Ms Catton may well turn out 
to be our most obviously gifted writer, 
though personally I would place my bet 
on Lloyd Jones, our most sophisticated 
stylist to date. Or on Charlotte Randall, 
whose The Curate is the most perfectly 
composed New Zealand novel to date. 
Randall never seems to get as much 
limelight as she deserves.

Nor arguably has any New Zea-
land novel topped the magisterial The 
Chambered Nautilus by the late Gra-
ham Billing. Billing, who once referred 
to his “long loping stride”, was not 
only the finest New Zealand natural-
ist writer but also our grandest stylist. 
Though flawed by a degree of character 
sameness, The Chambered Nautilus is 
the only New Zealand novel to date 
that could possibly aspire to greatness. 
Needless to say, it has been totally 
ignored by our culturally retarded 
critics and academics who, it might 
appear, are most likely to encourage 
yet another thesis on the self-centred 
minor writer Janet Frame – or what 
is worse, on the hideously banal The 
Bone People, which caused one profes-
sor (who I obviously cannot name) 
to feel like throwing up. And if you 
think these opinions are merely those 
of a demented reviewer, check out The 
Western Canon by Harold Bloom. 

The only New Zealand writer who 

made it was Katherine Mansfield. 
Obviously, Allen Curnow should have 
made it – but no one else. Those who 
think the canon is obsolete should be 
stomached up against the largest can-
non and the fuse lit.

The Luminaries is even more impres-
sive as a book artifact when the elegant 
dust jacket is peeled off to reveal an 
astonishingly obese tome, its sump-
tuous creamy glory resembling the 
frozen blocks of butter I used to stack 
nine high on Kings Wharf, circa 1960. 
Alternatively, it could be the model for 
a lego block of butterfat before it turns 
to yogurt. 

Set in the sizzling gold-flushed 
town of Hokitika, at 25,000 the most 
populous in New Zealand in 1866, the 
wildest of the wild with 100 pubs, the 
scene is set for a hotchpotch of crises. 
If Kororareka was the hellhole of the 
north, why shouldn’t Hokitika be the 
hellhole of the south?

Unlike Dostoyevsky’s Crime and 
Punishment, which had a mere two 
corpses, Catton weaves a rich tapestry 
of felonies: a fat cat prospector has 
vanished; a prostitute, opium-raddled 
naturally, attempts suicide; a drunk 
is found dead; and a la Dostoyevsky 
a large sum of money is discovered. 
Has anyone ever done a thesis on the 
importance of money as a plot device 
in the Victorian novel? And as always, 
someone believes they are entitled 
to the money. Only Dostoyevsky, the 
greatest of all time, was able to fuse sex 
and money together more artfully than 
the English Victorians in The Idiot, one 
of his great novels.

The fatal flaw of The Luminaries is 
simultaneously the apotheosis of what-
ever strength it may possess, put to me 
on the phone by C. K. Stead just before 
he swore at me and hung up – namely, 

Not quite illuminating
WORDS BY MICHAEL MORRISSEY
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that Ms Catton’s opus is a pastiche of a 
Victorian novel, or as I have chosen to 
express it, a retro-pastiche. And a retro-
pastiche cannot take the novel forward. 
It can only play with previously known 
elements such as the multiple point of 
view, previously used by Browning, 
Kurosawa and others, or recollection of 
a single day. In the armoury of literary 
devices, such as these are bewhiskered. 
Likewise, the bonsai version of chapter 
headings “In which etc....” formerly a 
favourite device of Victorian giants like 
Dickens and Eliot. 

Then there are the astrological frame 
ups. Eleanor, how could you have used 
such a geriatric turkey? Apart from 
Jung, who put this Hellenic claptrap to 
good use, it is verboten for the seri-
ous writer. May I suggest tea leaves as 
a substitute? This formulaic folderol 
could have been replaced by alchemy 
or Chinese astrology, which I suspect 
might give more accurate character 
readings than its Hellenic cousin.

Returning to Stead’s important 
point, why shouldn’t contemporary 
readers read the actual great novelists 
of the 19th century – Balzac, Dickens, 
Melville, Eliot, James, Wharton, Twain, 
Stendhal – not to mention Tolstoy and 
greatest of all Dostoyevsky, instead of 
Catton’s ersatz and inferior version?

Inasmuch as The Luminaries is a 
detective story, it could be compared to 
The Woman in White by Wilkie Col-
lins, but if you compare it to Crime and 
Punishment or The Brothers Karam-
azov, its 832 pages don’t really carry 
enough creative heft to propel it into 
the dizzy empyrean of greatness. If we 
browse the aggressively contemporary 
form of detective fiction magnificently 
embodied in The Name of the Rose by 
Umberto Eco, one of the finest novels 
of recent times, The Luminaries does 
not measure up. Every which way it 
is relegated to a work of the second or 
even third order – a five finger exercise 
webbed together by the dubious dino-
saur cement of astrology. 

The novels of Lloyd Jones and 
Charlotte Randall are cut from a finer 
weave. The Chambered Nautilus never 
looked more handsomely masculine, 
its prose glittering like the back of a 
surfacing whale.

It is a question of psychologi-

cal depth, dramatic confrontation, 
parenthetic narration melded into the 
central narrative which must be totally 
guilty of architctonic grandeur. Come 
in The Brothers Karamazov, your time 
starts or rather continues now.

Perhaps only its range of devices, its 
elaborate parade of characters bravely 
attempts almost successfully to rescue 
The Luminaries from the crowded 
dustbin of failed greatness.

Let us presently cast an eye over the 
contemporary novel – and indeed be 
grateful there is such a thing in this 
shallow electronic age. When young 
men say with pride “I don’t read”, they 
boast of an ignorance of history, art, 
science, medicine, exploration. What 
should be a matter of shame becomes 
the badge of an ersatz pride. With 
young men not reading, The Luminar-
ies becomes a symbol of the continued 
decay of a general high culture into a 
gender-skewered one. That imbalance 
is already upon us. 

Let me thank C. K. Stead yet again 
for reminding me, by reading over the 
phone the opening lines of Independence 
Day, how in self-consciously aiming for 
greatness, Richard Ford, once known 
for the economy of his Dirty Realism 
style, achieved the dread ornamentation 
of the American school of fine writing. 
Rick Moody is another example of the 
orotund school. Compared to James or 
Proust, the aforementioned are produc-
ers of perfumed compost.

Though The Luminaries could do 
with a tighten on most pages, it at least 
has a dogged neo-Victorian readability. 
Nevertheless Catton would do well to 
stiffen up the syntax by reading Mar-
tha Gellhorn, Isabel Allende and Anne 
Michaels for poetic gloss.

Let’s take a look around the spacious 
room of world fiction. The Turkish 
novel has Orhan Pamuk; the South 
African novel has Nadine Gordimer 
and J. M. Coetzee; the Nigerian novel 
has Ben Okri; the English novel has 
Jim Crace, Sebastian Faulks, Sarah 
Waters, Hilary Mantel and Ian McE-
wan; the Peruvian novel has Mario 
Vargas Llosa; the Mexican novel has 
Carlos Fuentes; the Colombian novel 
has the extraordinary Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez; the American novel has 
Richard Ford (early not late), Jeffrey 

Eugenides, Jim Harrison, Don DeLillo, 
E. L. Doctorow and Jonathan Franzen; 
the Italian novel has Umberto Eco; the 
German novel has Gunter Grass; the 
Canadian novel has Margaret Atwood; 
the Chinese novel has a number 
of energetic small fry; the Austra-
lian novel has Peter Carey, Thomas 
Keneally, Tim Winton, David Malouf 
and Murray Bail; the New Zealand 
novel has Lloyd Jones and Charlotte 
Randall; the Samoan novel has Albert 
Wendt and the Maori novel has third 
rate Witi Ihimaera.

But wait, there’s more – the Indian 
writers are the best in the world today. 
It’s partly a numbers game. India is 
of course a democracy, China is not. 
India draws on Latin American magic 
realism and serves it up piping hot 
with curry. By 2050 India will reach 
a population of 1.7 billion. For India 
to overtake China can only be a good 
thing. It is true that One Hundred Years 
of Solitude remains the greatest novel 
of the last 50 years – indeed, Marquez’s 
biographer leads the claim that Mar-
quez is the greatest writer in Spanish 
since Cervantes:

“Many years later, as he faced the 
firing squad, Colonel Aureliano 
Buendía was to remember that distant 
afternoon when his father took him to 
discover ice.”

Catton: “The twelve men congregated 
in the smoking room of the Crown 
Hotel gave the impression of a party 
accidentally met.”

If we browse 
the aggressively 
contemporary form 
of detective fiction 
magnificently 
embodied in The Name 
of the Rose by Umberto 
Eco, one of the finest 
novels of recent times, 
The Luminaries does 
not measure up
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Catton is not too bad but you could 
hardly compare this to the switchback 
triple time sense of Marquez.

There is a bunch of Indian writers 
who lead the world. Among these are 
Vikram Seth, David Davidar, Hari 
Kunzru, and Vikas Swarup. Prince 
among these gifted fellows (and they 
are mainly fellows) is Vikram Chan-
dra, author of The Sacred Games, the 
only novel of our time to mount a 
challenge to Dostoyevsky’s crown. I 
have to confess to a slight tremor of 
awe when this modest mannered liter-
ary genius took the stage at a recent 
Auckland literary festival. As always I 
was the first to ask a question – centred 
on Chandra’s use of Mumbai almost as 
a character, just as Dostoyevsky used 
St Petersburg, Dickens used London – 
and Catton used Hokitika, the Mum-
bai of New Zealand in 1866. By the 
next year Hokitika was already drifting 
toward oblivion.

Overall, despite prior (and pend-
ing) criticism, Catton is a considerable 
talent whose career has scarcely begun. 
Perhaps we are witnessing the gentle 
evolution of a giantess as opposed to the 
devolution of a retro-pastiche. Being 
young, she has plenty of time to develop 
her vast potential into something truly 
great. But she must think forward not 
backwards. Her future looks luminous 
if not numinous. And she must not 
let potential Man Booker (which will 
probably go to Jhumpa Lahiri) go to her 
thought-crowded head.

No more Mr Nice Guy. While some 
of the dialogue is excellent, other parts 
are staid Victorianese requiring mas-
sive jolts of coffee to prevent drooping 
eyelids from French kissing. Putting in 
the boot just a bit more, one could say...

Stop press! I have a wonderful idea 
for your future, Eleanor. There is talk 
of a plan to send a one way expedi-
tion to Mars – four lucky mortals fast 
tracked to immortality. Eleanor, you 
must volunteer. You may need to get a 
physics degree. Join the expedition. On 
your lonely sojourn, surrounded by red 
sand, you write the greatest novel of all 
time. Call it Martian Odyssey (Mar-
tian Chronicles has been used by Ray 
Bradbury). Man Booker? Nobel Prize? 
Chicken feed. Your sales will be in the 
billions. You read it here first.   

The Boy at the Gate
Danny Ellis
Transworld Ireland

It’s Dublin, Christmas Eve 1956, and here’s 
8-year-old Danny Ellis, tiny bag packed, stand-
ing behind the gate of the Artane Industrial 
School, a notorious orphanage. He’s waiting 
for his mother. She dropped him off months 
ago, telling him she was sick and was going 
into the hospital. Hadn’t he understood her to 
say he’d be home for Christmas?

Part of him is still waiting. “She’s not 
coming back. She simply couldn’t afford to keep 
you,” one of the priests who run the place tells 
him. The incident is central to Ellis’ lyrical and 
touching memoir of lost childhood, The Boy at the 
Gate. The lost child of the title presents a question 
to the reader: How can someone shaped by 
absence – “absence of love, warmth, touch,” as 
Ellis puts it – build a life?

Today, Ellis is a singer and songwriter living in 
Asheville N.C., with his wife, Elizabeth. She figures 
in this book as a muse and confidante to whom 
he finally, after decades, tells the secrets of his 
early life that he had largely shut out of himself, 
as if that abused boy were someone else. Yet for 
all the harrowing incidents it describes, the book 
is full of music.

Ellis recounts how, one winter night in their 
mountain cabin, he hears a small voice: the child 
he left behind. The voice became a song, and the 
song became the acclaimed album “800 Voices.” 
Its songs, some reflective, some roaring with out-
rage, tell stories that are signposts to his early life; 
Ellis shares this creative process in this memoir. 
The book is a road map of a man navigating his 
way out of trauma by using his art’s transforma-
tive light as a guide.

Ellis spent eight years at Artane, which became 
ground zero of a national scandal over abuse in 
Ireland. Victims’ accounts are still emerging of 
the beatings and worse inflicted by the men who 
ran the place, members of the Christian Brothers 
order.

Then his father comes home from America to 
find that his wife has given birth to twins – not 
his. He’s off again – and the children are off to 
orphanages. Danny’s nightmare has come true. 
Arriving at Artane, Danny loses his Green Street 
swagger as the roar of the schoolyard fills him 
with dread:

“Everybody was running everywhere: wave 
after wave of surging incoherence competing for 
something unattainable. It seemed that the con-
crete playground itself was an ocean and human-

ity’s lost children 
were tossed and 
tumbled in breakers 
that defied any law 
of nature.”

One child 
counsels him: “You’ll 
have to join the 
games sooner or 
later or you’ll freeze 
to death.”

The adult Ellis is 
surprised to find him-

self caught between compassion and abhorrence 
for that “whiny little eejit of an eight-year-old boy” 
in rough orphanage tweed. The stigma of poverty 
– the idea that the poor somehow deserve their 
fate – weighs on him, instilled in the boy by his 
sometimes vicious caretakers: If you were at 
Artane, “you were bad to the core and only the 
roughest treatment would save your soul.”

Something comes to help fill the void in his 
life when, at Sunday Mass, a sad-faced choirboy 
named Tommy Bonner stands to sing the Kyrie. 
Danny is electrified:

“I’m startled at the naked pain in his voice and 
face. But he’s strong and upright with no hint of 
self-pity. He sings as if his life depended on it. 
... I don’t know the Latin words but I know what 
they’re trying to say.”

Jolted awake at last, grasping for a lifeline, 
Danny joins the Artane band as a trombonist. 
Band life has perks. It’s a chance to tour the 
country, and along with the spiritual food of 
music, there’s the real thing: Local people feed 
the traveling musicians all they can eat. “I’m not 
alone in my gluttony,” Ellis writes of one outing. 
“The band lads around me are stuffing their faces 
as if the Irish Famine were coming up the road 
on a bike.”

More pain – and twists in the story – lies ahead 
for Danny, including one last great surprise on 
the day he leaves Artane. Ellis gives a rich and 
nuanced answer to the question of how you 
survive trauma, pick up the pieces of a shattered 
past and become a whole man. Or perhaps, he 
suggests, there are many answers. He surely 
found one answer that very day, when he finds 
himself sitting near some Donneycarney lads 
singing on a Dublin city bus. It’s 1964, the song 
is “Love Me Do,” and Ellis rides away from that 
hated place, singing along.

Having befriended that lost child, Ellis is still 
singing – and writing songs. He has also written a 
moving and accomplished memoir.

By Clarke Crutchfield
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WORDS BY MICHAEL SMITH & ROGER MOORE

Woman on the verge

HERS | SEEIT

At the heart of Woody Allen’s 
new film is a rich performance 
that can be described in so many 

ways, and yet it almost defies description.
That’s how incredibly good Cate 

Blanchett – who becomes the early 
favorite in Oscar’s best-actress race – is 
in this movie.

Blue Jasmine might closely compare 
to 2005’s Match Point in its elements 
of pure drama, but it might be 1989’s 
Crimes and Misdemeanors that most 
closely resembles the level of trag-
edy on display here, combined with 
moments of odd farce that unsettle the 
audience further, exactly as the film-
maker intends.

Blanchett’s performance cannot 
be compared with anything from 
Allen’s films in recent memory. This 
is a woman in free-fall, ranging from 
despair to mental illness. The actress 
channels the ghost of Blanche du 
Bois from A Streetcar Named Desire 
and mashes it into the character of 
a beloved socialite who becomes an 
overnight pariah.

To watch Jasmine French on the 
verge of a nervous breakdown is sad 
and fascinating.

Jasmine is a New York socialite so 
entrenched in her luxurious lifestyle 
and narcissism that when her husband, 
a Bernie Madoff-like financial cheat, 
goes bust, her only option is to move 
into her sister’s crowded San Francisco 
apartment with her Louis Vuitton lug-
gage, her emotional baggage and her 
empty pockets.

Blue Jasmine starts out on a hope-
ful note, with Allen detailing in brief, 
alternating flashbacks Blanchett’s 
charmed life with her husband (Alec 
Baldwin), living on Fifth Avenue and 
in the Hamptons, and juxtaposing it 
with her arriving in the Bay Area at 
the cluttered home of her sister Ginger 
(Sally Hawkins).

Jasmine arrives in California stressed 
yet figuring out a plan to get back on 
her feet. Her style is exquisite, and inte-
rior design seems like a feasible career 
move. Surely she can suffer Ginger’s 
loud new boyfriend (Bobby Cannavale) 

and their blue-collar, beer-commercial 
existence and friends for a short time.

But Jasmine’s initial promise is an 
illusion. It doesn’t take long to real-
ize that this self-absorbed princess 
has been more than knocked off her 
throne; she has done her own fair share 
of suffering.

Not only was Jasmine detached from 
the financial reality that 99 percent of 
us face, but also her grasp on real life is 
tenuous at best.

Whether she’s bad-mouthing Ginger’s 
boyfriends (“He’s another loser ...”), or 
batting off the advances of an amorous 
dentist, or reinventing herself through 
lies to snag an eligible man too good 
to be true (Peter Sarsgaard as a politi-
cal hopeful), Blanchett is as raw as an 
exposed nerve, barely contained within 
her head and her Chanel wardrobe.

This leaves the audience on pins and 
needles waiting for it all to come apart 
amid her swilling of martinis.

Blanchett brilliantly pulls off the col-
lapse, keeping up appearances through 
classy style and Hermes Birkin bags 
before gradually declining. As we 
notice her top untucked and her hair 
no longer perfectly coiffed, we see the 
woman crumble without the armor 
that has protected her from “other 
people” and set her apart through 
privilege – stolen though it was.

And yet we can’t help but sympa-
thize with this unsympathetic woman. 
When she tells Ginger’s little boys 
about electroshock treatment (“Edi-
son’s medicine,” she enlightens) and 
begins talking to the flashbacks in her 
mind, we can forgive some flaws and 
revel in Blanchett’s portrait of a person 
unraveling.

And we can be grateful for Blanchett 
finding fear and humor and honesty in 
the most complex performance of her 
career, for which a trophy wife might 
help her take home a trophy.

Blue Jasmin
Cast: Cate Blanchett, Alec Baldwin, 
Sally Hawkins, Peter Sarsgaard
Directed by: Woody Allen
Running time: 98 minutes
Rating: Rated PG-13 for mature the-
matic material, language and sexual 
content
GGGG
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Austenland is a clumsy  
comedy built on the shaky 
ground that separates broad, 

low spoof from straight romance. Lum-
bering along, miscast and ugly to look 
at, it’s a faintly promising idea utterly 
botched by Jerusha Hess, the less tal-
ented co-writer / director wife of Jared 
(Napoleon Dynamite) Hess.

Keri Russell is the least charm-
ing and least convincing she’s ever 
been as plain Jane Hayes, who grew 
up enthralled by the novels of Jane 
Austen, stuck in bad relationships that 
have no prayer of measuring up to the 
epic love affairs of Pride and Prejudice 
or Sense and Sensibility.

But if she’s willing to spend all her 
savings on a “life-changing” experience, 
there’s this new British theme park – an 
immersive Jane Austen experience, full 
of bustles and bon mots and Empire 
waistlines and gala balls and romance, 
Regency (early 19th century) style.

Austenland is run by the prim and 
profit-oriented Mrs. Wattlesbrook 
(Jane Seymour). Plucky Jane Hayes is 
plucked from the airport and delivered 
to the British countryside of Austen 
legend – a manor house filled with 
sometimes shirtless stable boys and 
always proper gentlemen fops and the 
dizzy ladies who love them. Jane gets to 
role play, to endure insults and courtly 
entreaties offered by Austenland’s 
version of Mr. Darcy, Mr. Nobley (JJ 
Feild).

The bawdy American Pie mom 
Jennifer Coolidge shows up as rich 
ditz who figures “I’ll look hot in these 
wench dresses.” (She thinks the 1920s 
Rolls that fetched her at the airport 
means “They even got us a car from the 
1800s!”)

They wear the corsets, eat the meals 
and enjoy the entertainments available 
to Austen-era folk – games of whist, 
taking turns at the pianoforte, and 
conversation. They must “eschew all 
things modern,” so no cell phones.

Jane, on the budget-based Copper 
level ticket, is wooed by the stubbly, 
swarthy servant Martin (Bret McK-
enzie) and offended by the prissy snob 
Mr. Nobley. Col. Andrews (James Cal-
lis) is a fop’s fop, all moustache twirls 
and plummy, clueless observations 
about whatever enters that empty head 

of his. Georgia King almost steals the 
show as the adorably hammy “actress” 
house guest Lady Amelia Heartwright.

King and Coolidge are funny enough 
that they’re almost in their own movie. 
Hess finds the odd laugh in the “back-
stage” bickering of the Austenland 
cast-members, out of period costume 
and having drinks by the hidden pool.

But Austenland is a sour experi-
ence, never quite “getting” the whole 
Austen thing and stuck with a leading 
lady who is supposed to be a lonely 
wallflower and who all the Empire 
waistline dresses in the world cannot 
disguise was quite pregnant as she 
filmed this.

There’s no sugarcoating the obvi-
ous – Russell should have withdrawn 
from the picture, and could have been 
excused for hiring a hit man to take out 
whoever did her makeup. The location, 
West Wycombe Park in Buckingham-
shire, has been used in films such as 
X-Men: First Class and TV’s Downton 

Abbey. It’s never looked less appealing, 
with grimy, rushed indie-film lighting 
and cinematography.

Though Austenland finally gets on 
its feet at around the one-hour mark, 
making the tricky romantic triangle 
play out because “romances have blos-
somed on stonier ground,” as one char-
acter observes – and even as it finds 
laughs in a third-act “theatrical” that 
the guests and employees stage – that is 
too late to pull this chestnut’s chestnuts 
out of the fire. It’s never more than a 
theme park that isn’t worth the price of 
admission.

AUSTENLAND
Cast: Keri Russell, Jennifer Coolidge, 
Jane Seymour, JJ Feild, Bret McKenzie, 
Georgia King
Directed by: Jerusha Hess
Running time: 95 min
Rating: PG-13 for some suggestive 
content and innuendo
G

There’s no sugarcoating the obvious – Russell 
should have withdrawn from the picture, and 
could have been excused for hiring a hit man to 
take out whoever did her makeup
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Whether you’re a mall rat 
or a farmer in India, being 
poor can sap your smarts. 

In fact, the mental energy required 
to make do with scarce resources 
taxes the brain so much that it could 
perpetuate the cycle of poverty, new 
research suggests.

The findings, published in this 
month’s edition of the journal Science, 
indicate that an urgent need – mak-
ing rent, getting money for food – tugs 
at the attention so much that it can 
reduce the brainpower of anyone who 
experiences it, regardless of innate 
intelligence or personality. As a result, 
many social welfare programs set up to 
help the poor could backfire by adding 
more complexity to their lives.

“I think it’s a game changer,” said 
Kathleen Vohs, a behavioural scientist 
at the University of Minnesota’s Carl-
son School of Management, who wasn’t 
involved with the study.

There’s a widespread tendency to 
assume that poor people don’t have 
money because they are lazy, unmoti-
vated or just not that sharp, said study 
co-author Sendhil Mullainathan, a 
behavioural economist at Harvard 
University.

“That’s a broad narrative that’s pretty 
common,” Mullainathan said. “Our 
intuition was quite different: It’s not 
that poor people are any different than 
rich people, but that being poor in 
itself has an effect.”

The problem is that it’s hard to 
devise experiments to test this, said 
Eric J. Johnson, a psychologist at the 
Columbia Business School who was not 
involved in the study.

“In general, you can’t randomly 

Poverty can sap brainpower
WORDS BY AMINA KHAN

some other process running the back-
ground, poverty creates this nagging 
background process and that could 
itself have an effect on actual cognitive 
capacity,” Mullainathan said.

To see whether the effect was univer-
sal, the researchers travelled to India 
and surveyed 464 sugar cane farmers 
before and after a harvest.

Sugar cane farmers get paid only 
once a year. One month before harvest 
time, cash is running low; one month 
after harvest, they’re flush with funds.

The farmers took the spatial intel-
ligence and a different kind of cognitive 
control test before and after harvest. 
When they were strapped for cash, they 
performed worse on the IQ test and 
took slightly longer to answer questions 
on the cognitive control test than they 
did when money wasn’t a problem.

The drop was substantial, Mullaina-
than said – about 9 IQ points.

“It’s just crazy,” Mullainathan said. 
“It was the magnitude that really put 
me on my heels.”

The research lends support to the 
idea that many behaviours linked to 
being poor – using less preventive 
health care, having higher obesity 
rates, being less attentive parents and 
making poor financial decisions – may 
be caused by poverty rather than the 
other way around.

“It makes you think about the way 
people behave completely differently,” 
Mullainathan said.

Many programs designed to help the 
poor require tedious paperwork, incon-
venient appointments and the need to 
make extra financial decisions. Such 
requirements may undermine their 
intended aims, Mullainathan said.

HERS | SCIENCE

assign people to be poor,” Johnson said.
Instead, Mullainathan has studied 

some of the specific consequences of 
being poor. Last year, he and his col-
leagues published work in Science show-
ing that when people are forced to focus 
on a pressing financial problem like a 
looming utility bill, they develop tunnel 
vision and ignore their long-term goals.

For this new paper, the researchers 
wanted to find out how those psycho-
logically draining situations affected 
their overall brainpower.

To do so, Mullainathan and his col-
leagues performed two very different 
studies on two very different groups of 
people – shoppers in a New Jersey mall 
and sugar cane farmers in rural India.

The shoppers were divided into 
groups designated as rich or poor 
based on their incomes. The research-
ers prompted them to consider their 
financial situations by asking them 
how they would pay for an unexpected 
car repair.

For half the subjects, the hypo-
thetical bill was $150, a relatively low 
amount. For the other half, it was 
$1,500 – enough to make a person 
of modest means do some mental 
arithmetic.

Then the shoppers took a spatial 
intelligence test and another that 
measured their ability to control their 
impulses. The rich did fine no matter 
what the repair cost. The poor did OK 
too when the bill was just $150. But 
when it was $1,500, their IQ test scores 
dropped by 13 points.

The researchers surmised that con-
cern about the looming expense had 
sucked up their brainpower.

“Almost like a computer that has 



Oct/Nov 2013 INVESTIGATEMAGAZINE.COM 43

When people are 
forced to focus on 

a pressing financial 
problem like a 

looming utility bill, 
they develop tunnel 

vision and ignore 
their long-term goals
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Samsung aims to redefine 
future of smartwatches
WORDS BY USA TODAY

HERS | TECH

When it comes to smart-
 watches, the future ain’t 
what it used to be. Can 

Samsung change that?
A high-tech watch, such as the two-

way radio and TV wristwatches used 
by Dick Tracy in the comics more than 
four decades ago, was among those 
futuristic devices foreshadowed in 
science fiction. But along the way, the 
smartphone became all-powerful.

Now Samsung, already a major 
smartphone power, has introduced its 
new Galaxy Gear smartwatch with 

hopes of making the watch a must-
wear device again.

The tech giant revealed the watch 
and its new Note 3 big-screen smart-
phone  at the IFA electronics show 
in Berlin. Black-jacketed bouncers 
checked credentials of a few hundred 
journalists and industry affiliates who 
piled into the Tempodrom, a high-

ceiling roundhouse auditorium near 
central Berlin.

Chamber music played before the 
new products were revealed on a really 
big screen stretched about 180 degrees 
around the centre of the room. On 
stage, Samsung research team leader 
Pranav Mistry deemed the Galaxy 
Gear as “something out of science fic-

Samsung’s Galaxy Gear, 
due to hit the market later 
this month for a reported 

$299, will let wearers access 
texts, e-mails, news, weather 

and music from their 
Samsung portable devices



Samsung is smart to tout how the 
Galaxy Gear can help users get more 

out of their larger-display devices
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tion .... (that) reinvents a centuries old 
product.”

Perhaps, but it has some hurdles to 
surmount, says futurist Paul Saffo, 
who teaches long-range forecasting at 
Stanford University.

“At the moment, the only people who 
wear things on their wrist are people 
old enough to have an AARP card. 
Students look at wristwatches today 
the same way that their grandparents 
looked at pocket watches in the middle 
of the last century, as an unbelievably 
old-fashioned thing,” Saffo says. “But 
that is about to change.”

Samsung’s Galaxy Gear, due to 
hit the market later this month for a 
reported $299, will let wearers access 
texts, e-mails, news, weather and 
music from their Samsung portable 
devices. That’s similar to what you 
can do with the Pebble watch, released 
earlier this year. And the Galaxy Gear 
responds to voice commands as does 

the Martian Watch, released 
just over two months ago.

Sony has its own Smart-
Watch 2 out this month, 

and analysts expect 
Apple and Google to 
chime in on the category. 
Smartwatches fit into a 
growing wearable device 
market that research 
firm Gartner estimates 
will hit $10 billion by 
2015.

Whether Samsung’s 
device becomes a main-

stream winner remains 
to be seen, Saffo says. But 

eventually, “A whole new generation 
is about to rediscover that a wrist is a 
useful place to put a device,” he says.

Not all consumers will think it’s time 
to rejoin the watch-wearing crowd, 
despite the new devices’ features, 
says P.J. McNealy of Digital World 
Research.

“You already have multiple things 
you can check the time on,” McNealy 
says. “Your smartphone, your iPad, 
your PC and the wall. Having another 
device such as a watch just means it’s a 
more crowded field.”

There will be those who like the idea 
of a smaller screen to use beyond the 
progressively larger options provided 

by phones, tablets and laptops, he says. 
“A 2- or 3-inch smartwatch screen is 
filling out the product portfolio.”

Samsung is smart to tout how the 
Galaxy Gear can help users get more 
out of their larger-display devices, 
says Gartner research director Angela 
McIntyre.

“These larger devices are bulky to 
take in and out of bags to frequently 
check calls and messages,” she says. 

“Smartwatches are accessories to 
smartphones and phablets.”

However, McNealy notes, smart-
watches have failed before. In 2004, 
Fossil and others teamed with Microsoft 
on new SPOT (Smart Personal Objects 
Technology) watches that displayed 
news, weather and messages. But time 
ran out on them four years later.

At the time, few consumers were 
ticked off.
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Watch your mouth around 
your unborn child – he 
or she could be listening 

in. Babies can pick up language skills 
while they’re still in the womb, Finnish 
researchers say.

Foetuses exposed to fake words after 
week 29 in utero were able to distin-
guish them after being born, according 
to new research in the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences.

“Prenatal experiences have a remark-
able influence on the brain’s auditory 
discrimination accuracy, which may 
support, for example, language acquisi-
tion during infancy,” the authors wrote 
in their study.

As revealed by the allure of the so-
called Mozart Effect – the idea that 
exposing the foetus to classical music 
earns kids extra IQ points in spatial 
reasoning down the line – parents 
are constantly looking for ways to 

HERS | FAMILY

Foetus in womb learns 
language cues before birth

give their children an intelligence 
advantage.

That’s even if the research their 
parenting tactics are based on is too 
narrow to draw such broad conclusions 
or remains under question (the Mozart 
Effect was deemed “crap,” for example, 
by one scientist.)

Nonetheless, scientists have discov-
ered plenty of evidence that what’s 
heard in utero can make a lasting 
impression. Foetuses respond differ-
ently to native and non-native vowels, 
and newborns cry with their native 
language prosody (a combination 
of rhythm, stress and intonation). 
Researchers led by Eino Partanen at 
the University of Helsinki wanted to 
see what other language cues a foetus 
might pick up in the womb.

For the experiment, Finnish moth-
ers were asked to play a CD with a pair 
of four-minute tracks that held music 

punctuated by a fake word: tatata. On 
occasion, they changed up the vowel 
– tatota – and in other instances they 
switched the pitch – tatata, when the 
middle syllable could be 8 per cent 
higher or lower, or 15 per cent higher 
or lower. The false word and its vari-
ants featured hundreds of times as the 
tracks played, and the mothers were 
asked to play the CD five to seven times 
per week.

Then, after several weeks of exposure 
to the fake word, the researchers had 
to determine whether all this in-utero 
training had somehow stuck.

The researchers were relying on 
a phenomenon called mismatch 
response: a flash of neural activity 
when the brain picks up on something 
off, something not quite right – such 
as when the word tatata is suddenly 
tatota. If that flash goes off, it means 
that something doesn’t make sense 
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compared to what the brain has 
already learned.

The scientists figured that if the flash 
went off the first time the infant babies 
heard the modified words (tatota or 
tatata) after being born, it would mean 
that they’d been paying attention while 
in the womb.

They tested the mismatch response 
once the babies were born by attach-
ing electrodes and studying their brain 
activity.

Sure enough, the newborns that 
had been trained in the womb had a 
response roughly four times stron-
ger to the pitch change (tatata versus 
tatata) than untrained newborns. 
(Both trained and untrained babies 
picked up the tatata versus tatota vowel 
distinction.)

The findings could mean it’s possible 
to give babies a little language leg-up 
before they ever say a word – par-
ticularly the children who may need it 
most.

“It might be possible to support early 
auditory development and potentially 
compensate for difficulties of genetic 
nature, such as language impairment 
or dyslexia,” the authors wrote.

But, the scientists point out, it could 
mean that babies are also vulnerable to 
harmful acoustic effects – “abnormal, 
unstructured, and novel sound stimu-
lation” – an idea that will also require 
further study. Until then, perhaps it’s 
best not to hang around any noisy con-
struction sites while pregnant.

The findings 
could mean it’s 
possible to give 
babies a little 
language leg-
up before they 

ever say a word 
– particularly 

the children who 
may need it most


