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LOUISE WATERSON  Editor-in-Chief

EVERY YEAR, OUR JANUARY ISSUE 
takes a different approach. We step back and 
reflect on the writers and story-telling styles 
of the past that have helped make Reader’s 
Digest a unique publication. 

We revere and enjoy the mystery of the ‘old 
ways’ that are different to what we experience 
today. While Reader’s Digest still upholds 
genuine focus on detail-driven reporting and 
story-telling, there is a simple beauty and value found in the articles 
of past decades that are therapeutic to both readers and editors alike. 
The turn of phrase, the depth of reflection and semantic accuracy 
provides a wonderful lesson in the English language – while imperial 
measurements in some stories set the tone.

My favourite article, ‘When Krakatoa Blew Up’ (page 76), features 
no human heroes. In this portrayal of the world’s biggest volcanic 
explosion, keep an eye on the wise characters that appear towards 
the end of the story, particularly the spider. The appearance of that 
tiny creature is a sign of hope for the reader. It also highlights the 
inspiring capacity of nature, animals and ourselves to recover and 
rebuild after suffering a devastating setback.

Volcanoes, miracles, adventures, hidden secrets of the human 
mind, heroic men and women and a spider – this year’s Classics 
compilation celebrates extraordinary behaviour, extraordinary lived 
experiences and lessons learnt along the way.  

Happy reading!

Depth Of Reflection
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Living With Face Blindness
I can relate to the article ‘Do I Know 
You?’ (October). I too suffer from 
face blindness. They say it can be 
hereditary – in my case it was: my 
father certainly had it, as do all of 
my siblings. 

Someone will talk to me who 
clearly knows me and I have 

Let us know if you are moved – or provoked – by any item in the magazine, 
share your thoughts. See page 8 for how to join the discussion.

absolutely no idea who they are 
or how they know me. When we 
go to parties or get-togethers my 
husband has to greet people using 
their name so that I know who they 
are. If someone smiles at me, I never 
know if it is a friendly stranger or 
someone who actually knows me. 
To help me I have made notes in 

Reader’s Comments And Opinions

LETTERS

The Joy Of Reading
I read October’s My Story (‘A Child Reader’ 
by Jenny Canty) with a sense of wonder. 
Her experiences of reading as a child 
closely mirrored my own, even though I 
lived on a different continent. Just like 
Jenny, one of my most treasured childhood 
memories was also the Reader’s Digest 

Junior Treasury which I inherited from an 
older cousin. To this day, my dog-eared 
copy of the Treasury brings recollections of 
a happy childhood spent growing up with 
its stories. My own children are now 
reading the same book, tenderly turning 
the now yellowed, fragile pages and finding 
the same joys I found three decades ago.  
 MICHELE CHOO 

6    january 2022



Letters

Come up with the funniest caption 
for the above photo and you could win 

$100. To enter, email 
asiaeditor@readersdigest.com.au 

or see details on page 8.

CAPTION CONTEST

Congratulations to this month’s 
winner, Rob Walker.

What a laugh! They expect us to  
give our seal of approval to their  

half-baked conservation plan!
DAVID STEVENS

Mum, can we go to the  
dive-in movie?

R AJ SANEJA 

Seal of disapproval.
CYNTHIA BRINKMAN

Let’s seal it with a kiss!
ROB WALKER 

Oh no, darling, not garlic  
prawns again last night?

RUTH FELLOWS

FISHY BUSINESS
We asked you to think up a clever 

caption for this photo.

my phone about people’s looks. I 
can sometimes be OK with people 
in context, for example, at the gym, 
but if I see them elsewhere, in street 
clothes and not activewear, I have no 
idea who they are. It’s also a struggle 
to follow movie plots because I don’t 
recognise the main actors in them.

Face blindness impacts my life 
most days. It is so embarrassing 
because people think that I 
am being rude when I don’t 
acknowledge them. JULIE PHILLIPS

Stop Dreading The Dentist
‘7 Common Causes Of Dental 
Anxiety’ (September) would 
resonate with many of us. 
Consuming unhealthy foods 
high in sugar is not uncommon 
these days, neither are oral health 
problems from an early age. So it’s 

WIN A PILOT CAPLESS 
FOUNTAIN PEN
The best letter each month 
will win a Pilot Capless 
Fountain Pen, valued at over 
$200. The Capless is the 
perfect combination of luxury 
and ingenious technology, 
featuring a one-of-a-kind 
retractable fountain pen nib, 
durable metal body, beautiful 
rhodium accents and a 14K 
gold nib. Congratulations to this 
month’s winner, Michele Choo.

WIN!
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important to address and overcome 
our anxieties – such as fear of pain, 
embarrassment, loss of control – 
early. Fear of pain was the cause of 
my mother neglecting her dental 
health until it was unavoidable. 

But it’s important to remember, 
oral health is not a cosmetic issue, 
it is a health issue, which needs the 
right treatment from the get go.  
 DR ANJALI G ARG

Goodbye Allergies
After suffering from coughing bouts 
for many years (Health, September) 
which would last for weeks and 
often result in secondary infections, 
my GP arranged for a pathology test. 
The test failed to reveal the cause 
and I realised that I had the worst 
symptoms during springtime. 

Staff at my local pharmacy 
mentioned that something in my 
garden was probably triggering an 
allergic reaction. I finally realised 
that my allergy was probably 
coming from the pollen that bees 
collected for their honey. I stopped 
putting honey in my tea and my 
coughing ceased. SANDR A SHEEHAN

Happily Ever After
As always the October issue was 
filled with interesting, informative 
and entertaining content. I really 
enjoyed ‘She Finally Said Yes’. For 
the cynics out there, when it comes 
to true love, you just know when 
you’ve found it. DEIDRE HALE

 

Anecdotes and jokes  
$50–$100 
Send in your real-life laugh for  
Life’s Like That or All in a Day’s Work. 
Got a joke? Send it in for Laughter 
is the Best Medicine! 

Smart Animals  
Up to $100 
Share antics of unique pets 
or wildlife in up to 300 words.

My Story $250 
Do you have an inspiring or  
life-changing tale to tell? 
Submissions must be true, 
unpublished, original and 
 800–1000 words.

CONTRIBUTE

Here’s how to reach us: 
Email: asiaeditor@readersdigest.
com.au
Write:  Reader’s Digest Asia 

Editorial Department 
Singapore Post Centre  
PO Box 272, Singapore 
914010

Online: rdasia.com/contribute

Include your full name, address,  
phone number and email.
Letters: We may edit letters and use them in all  
print and electronic media.
Submissions: All submissions become our property on 
payment and subsequent publication in the magazine. 
We may edit and fact-check submissions. We cannot 
return or acknowledge material not accepted for 
publication. For terms and conditions, go to www.
rdasia.com/terms-and-conditions/submission-
guidelines. Figures refer to US dollars.
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C O M P I L E D  B Y  V I C T O R I A  P O L Z O T

The Italian School of Water 
Rescue has been patrolling the 
country’s beaches for more than 

30 years – with man’s best friend. 
Some 400 fully trained ‘lifedogs’ – 
Labrador retrievers, Newfoundlands 
and German shepherds – save about 
30 lives a year. Founder Ferruccio 
Pilenga, a 61-year-old former 
photographer, began operations  
with his own Newfoundland dog, 
Mas, saving several people during  
the first few years. 

Pilenga uses the ‘dolphin system’, 
which involves a handler on a boat 
holding the dog’s harness as it swims 
out to the person in distress. Over 
the years, Pilenga added different 
boats to his missions as well as 
trained dogs to leap into the water 
from rescue boats and helicopters. 
Newfoundlands and other water dogs 
are especially good at lifesaving, 
Pilenga says, because of their natural 
strength, water-resistant coats, and 
ability to navigate currents.

NEWS WORTH SHARING

Canine Lifeguards Paddle To The Rescue
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Repurposing Unused 
Medical Supplies

When theatre nurse Claire 
Lane learnt that packs of 
unused medical supplies 

were being thrown out, she 
was prompted to take action. 
Although clean and unused, 
the packs containing drapes, 
gowns, masks and other medical 
supplies, can’t be recycled or 
re-used in Australian hospitals 
because of Australian standards. 

The realisation that these 
supplies were going to landfill 
led Lane and her former partner 
to create the not-for-profit 
organisation Save Our Supplies. 
The charity collects clean, 
unused medical supplies and 
redistributes them where they 
are needed. Even though they 
have passed their expiry date, 
“they are still perfectly clean 
and can be used in a lot of other 
environments,” Lane told ABC 
Radio Brisbane. 

Volunteers collect, sort, pack 
and deliver the supplies to where 
they are needed. So far they have 
assisted wildlife and homeless 
charities, universities, and have 
been sent to Papua New Guinea.

Turning a Coal Mine 
Into A National Park 

W ith many countries 
abandoning fossil fuels 
for renewable sources, 

what are they to do with the 
now-toxic landscapes left 
behind? Norway has one very 
good idea. It’s turning its last 
Arctic coal mine, located on the 
Svalbard Archipelago between 
Norway and the North Pole, 
into a nearly 3000-square-
kilometre national park. 

The new Van Mijenfjorden 
National Park, named for one 
of Svalbard’s largest fjords, will 
help unify the wilderness area of 
the 61,000-square-kilometre 
Svalbard Archipelago. The 
archipelago of glaciers, 
islands, fjords and mountains 
already has six national 
parks, 15 bird sanctuaries, 
one geopark and six reserves. 
Some 20 million birds nest on 
the islands in late summer, while 
about 3000 polar bears use its 
sea ice as hunting grounds.
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‘DODIE’S DARLING DALMATIANS’
Like many of us, I grew up loving 
the Disney film 101 Dalmatians 
and its various off-shoots, but knew 
little about the book that inspired 
the film, and even less about the 
story behind it. It was fascinating to 
get a glimpse into the life of author 
and playwright Dodie Smith and 
her own beloved Dalmatians who 
provided the inspiration for this 
heartwarming tale.
 ZOË MEUNIER, MANAGING EDITOR

‘MY ADVENTURES WITH A PAINT 
BRUSH’ is Winston Churchill’s 
account of how taking up painting 
enriched his life. It sharpened 
his focus and made him aware of 
colours and details in the landscape 
he would previously have not seen. 

His story opened my eyes to the 
wonders of nature, and the different 
hues of light and shade in plain sight 
that we are too busy to see.
 DIANE GODLEY, SENIOR EDITOR

‘DON’T LOOK DOWN!’ What a 
gripping true life account this is!  
My adrenaline levels literally rose as 
I read this extraordinary tale. Deep 
underground, trapped miner Mario 
Cockrell attempts to save the lives 
of his fellow workers. And time is 
rapidly running out...

HUGH HANSON, ART DIRECTOR

‘THE MYSTERY OF MINNIE’ is part 
love story, part mystery but mostly a 
feel-good testament to the power of 
community and kindness to others. 
I cannot think of a better way to be 
immortalised than how Minnie was. 

VICTORIA POLZOT, ASSOCIATE EDITOR

‘LAUGHTER IS THE BEST MEDICINE’ 
The humour pages show that a 
good joke, while often charmingly 
reflecting the context of its time, has 
as much power today to make us 
smile as it did when it first appeared. 

MELANIE EGAN, CHIEF SUB EDITOR

We enjoyed putting this issue together for your  
reading pleasure. Here are some of our favourites

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

STAFF PICKS
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WINWIN

For your chance to win*, simply tell us in 25  
words or less why you trust King Koil Malaysia. To 

enter, scan the QR code or visit the giveaway page at  
www.trustedbrands.asia/malaysia/ 

giveaway.aspx

*Entry is open to residents of Malaysia only. Full terms and conditions can be found online.  
Entries close January 31, 2022

A KING KOIL GALAX LUNA 
POCKETED COIL MATTRESS 

WORTH RM2599
King Koil Malaysia  

has just launched its 
GALAX ROLL PACK 
MATTRESS series.

ICA Chiropractor  
Tested & Trusted.

King Koil’s Galax Luna 
mattress offers back 
and side sleepers a 
good night’s sleep 

with excellent support 
from its new KingKoil 

Pocketed Coil System, 
2.2 wire gauge and Turn-

Free with Box Top. Its 
advanced technology 

provides the ultimate in 
comfort, durability and 

quality of sleep.
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You could earn cash by telling us  
about the antics of unique pets or 
wildlife. Turn to page 8 for details  
on how to contribute.

this adorable fuzzy plump koala. 
My first reaction was to second 

guess myself. I had never seen a 
koala so close before, let alone 
finding one wandering along the 
ground. I was amused that it chose to 
use the concrete footpath rather than 
the grass. I stopped in my tracks and 
watched in awe.

The cute fuzz ball clicked away on 

A Unique Bond
TANYA PATTEN

I never imagined that my routine 
Sunday walk would turn out so 
inspiring. It was the first weekend 
in spring last September and 
the sun was shining vibrantly in 
a cloudless blue sky. Instead of 
facing the familiar morning crowd 
of early risers strolling through the 
John Davidson Park in Strathpine, 
Queensland, I was greeted with 
something far more peculiar. 
Clambering casually towards me was 

SMART ANIMALS
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the path with its curved black claws, 
completely unfazed by my presence. 
It stopped for a moment, spotted 
a large nearby gumtree, and then 
looked over at me. I honestly thought 
that it was seeking my approval of 
its chosen tree. I nodded my head, 
smiling in response. Maybe the koala 
understood because without further 
ado, it diverted off the track and 
latched itself onto the tree trunk.  

I edged in closer, mindful not 
to alarm the animal. Its cute furry 
ears, pea-sized eyes and black oval 
matted nose made for a picture-
perfect moment. I snapped away on 
my phone while this furry marsupial 
patiently posed, innocently blinking 
at me. When I was satisfied with my 
photos, it gave me one last dreamy 
blink, then made its way to the top 
of the tree, wedging itself in between 
the fork of two branches.

I was very lucky to have had the 
opportunity to share this special 
bond with a koala that day. It 
reminded me of how precious these 
cuddly creatures are. 

 
The Great Pretender
BRIDGET TOOHER

Our rescue dog Bree, an eight-year-
old Staffordshire bull terrier-Shar-Pei 
cross, recently visited the vet for 
her annual check-up. She was given 
a clean bill of health but we were 
surprised when the veterinarian 
mentioned that her kneecap was 
healing well after being dislocated. 

We felt terribly negligent for not 
being aware of her condition, 
particularly because we had noticed 
that she limped at times. We had put 
the limp down to ageing as it did not 
seem to bother her and there was no 
pattern to when it would set in.

A few weeks passed and our 
beloved Bree started to limp again. 
We made a big fuss of her, spoiling 
her as we would any injured or sick 
family member. Thankfully, another 
check-up at the vet revealed that  
she was fine. 

The limp, which continues to 
randomly take hold, is thought to be 
‘pins and needles’. Our clever dog, 
however, has associated her limp 
with the extra affection and attention 
(and treats) we showered her with. 
Now, whenever she feels as though 
she needs affection or treats, she 
begins to limp. We fall for it every 
time. Then, as soon as we’ve given 
her what she wants, she takes herself 
off with an even and normal stride.

rdasia.com   15



Solving Litter Box Issues
Trial and error resolves most common problems

PETS

OUR FELINE FRIENDS are spending less time 
roaming outside and more time indoors as owners 
increasingly recognise the benefits of keeping cats 
contained. This, however, leads to one of the biggest 
issues faced by cat owners – litter box problems. 
Many cats are surrendered to animal shelters 
because of undesirable toileting habits – either cats 
refusing to use their trays or owners who don’t want 
to deal with the smelly litter. Either way, kitty litters 
and their associated problems are a reality of cat 
ownership.

CHECK FOR MEDICAL CONDITIONS FIRST If your 
cat has started going to the toilet outside their litter 
box it is a sign that something is bothering them. Be 
sure to rule out underlying medical conditions first. 
Take your cat to your veterinarian for a check-up to 
rule out a bladder infection or other health issue that’s 
causing them to toilet away from their box.  

TYPE OF LITTER BOX Some cats don’t like an 
enclosed hooded type of tray. Some will prefer 
small trays while others like larger trays. Cats are 
very individual, so try offering your cat a couple of 
different options of litter box to see what they feel most 
comfortable with.

BY Dr Katrina Warren

Our regular pet 
columnist, 
Dr Katrina Warren, 
is an established 
and trusted  
animal expert.

16    january 2022
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TYPE OF LITTER Cats can be  
very fussy with their litter choice  
and you may need to experiment 
with different types. If 
you’re changing to a new 
type or brand of litter, do 
it very gradually. First offer 
both and slowly phase out 
the previous one to make sure 
it doesn’t cause upsets. 

CLEANLINESS As cats have a highly 
refined sense of smell, problems 
might be the result of a litter tray not 
being sufficiently clean. Try using 
less litter in the tray and discard it 
daily, washing out the tray every time 
and replacing the litter. At the very 
least, spot clean the tray each day, 
removing any solid matter.

MULTI-CAT HOUSEHOLDS Cats 
generally don’t like to share their 
toilet, so if you have more than one 
feline friend be sure to provide one 
tray per cat, plus a spare.

PRIVACY Be sure to place the litter 
tray in a nice quiet spot well away 
from the cat’s eating area.

STRESS Toileting problems are 
often a sign of stress. Moving house 
or the arrival of a new baby or 
additional pet can cause upheaval 
in the daily routine and stress for 
your cat. Try to give them a calm 
and consistent environment, and 
perhaps even a dedicated quiet 
room to chill out in.

OUTDOOR TOILETING Some 
people simply don’t want to deal 
with the smelly task of cleaning 
the litter box or they can’t tolerate 
the smell indoors, so they let their 
cats roam outdoors and do their 
business outside. This is not a good 
strategy as it can put the health of 
the cat at risk. Research indicates 
that indoor-only cats live an 
estimated ten years longer than cats 
with outdoor access.

Cats usually develop a preference for 
the type of litter tray and litter used
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MANAGING A  
MULTI-CAT HOUSE
• Each cat should have their own 
litter tray, food and water bowls.

• Offer at least one climbing tree.

• Provide scratching posts.

• Don’t force interaction 
between cats.
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Reasons 
You’re Not 

Losing 
Weight

NOT EXERCISING ENOUGH Even if 
you regularly go to the gym or walk, 
if you’re generally sedentary or in 
a sit-down job, you probably aren’t 
getting enough exercise. The key to 
losing weight, says personal trainer 
Laura Williams, is to fit exercise into 
every part of the day. “The best type 
of workouts to do in five minutes are 
things that get your heart rate going,” 
she says, such as jumping, skipping 
and exercises that use several 
muscles, like push-ups and lunges. 

EATING TOO MUCH GOOD STUFF 
We’re told that fruit, legumes and 
grains are healthy. But they can keep 
the fat on if we over consume. A lot of 
fruit, such as mangos and grapes, is 
full of fructose and if eaten in large 
quantities can contribute to weight 
gain. According to studies, more P
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BY Julie Cook

than 100 grams of fructose a day can 
cause weight gain. Instead, choose 
lower fructose fruit such as bananas, 
strawberries and blueberries.

LARGE PORTION SIZES Sixty years 
ago food was more expensive, scarcer 
and portions were smaller. Studies 
show portion sizes have grown as 
much as 98 per cent since the 1990s, 
and this contributes to unwanted 
weight gain. Controlling your portion 
sizes by using smaller plates is one 
way to help keep the weight off.

YOU’RE NOT SLEEPING ENOUGH 
Not sleeping enough can make us feel 
lethargic which leads us to craving 
sugary or carb-laden snacks to ‘wake 
up’. But too little sleep also triggers a 
rise in cortisol, the stress hormone. 
This signals to your body to conserve 
energy to fuel your waking hours. 
Because of this, you will hang on to 
fat. Try to get more sleep to allow your 
body to let go of excess body weight.

HEALTH

18    january 2022
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FREQUENT INTERNET USE:  
NOT ALWAYS BAD 
Spending chunks of your day on the 
internet can be helpful or detrimental 
for your mental health, depending 
upon what you do there. A 2020 
Canadian review linked social media 
use to mental distress among teens, in 
part because it can bring a feeling that 
others look or live better than you do. 

On the other hand, in a 2021 British 
study, seniors who went online at 
least once a day during the lockdown 
tended to feel less depressed 
compared to those who accessed 
the internet only once a week or less. 
Benefits included communicating 
with family and friends, finding 
inspiration for offline activities, and 
enjoying a quick, feel-good distraction 
on a rough day. (Cat video, anyone?)

EATING OUT A LOT IS  
A HEALTH HAZARD 
In a new US study, people 
who ate restaurant 
food twice a day had 
a 49 per cent higher 
risk of mortality at 
any point in time, 
compared to people 
who dined out less 

than once a week. Previous studies 
might help to explain why: one of 
them, a 2015 analysis published in 
the European Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, reports that even though 
some establishments provide healthy 
food, restaurant fare is usually less 
balanced than home-cooked meals. 
It tends to contain more kilojoules, 
saturated fat, cholesterol and salt. 

A NEW WAY TO SLOW  
PROSTATE CANCER
A healthy diet may slow the 
progression of prostate cancer, initial 
evidence suggests. This is good news 
for patients who choose to monitor 
their disease rather than opt for 
immediate tumour removal surgery, 
which can cause sexual dysfunction 
and loss of bladder control. 
In a US study of patients with 

tumours that weren’t yet large 
or aggressive enough  

to make surgery a strict 
necessity, those  

whose meals 
resembled the low-
fat Mediterranean 
diet had a lower 

risk of cancer 
progression.
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BY James Hutchison AND Margo Pfeiff

Farming life is brought to the world  
by Murray Ball, creator of New Zealand’s 

most beloved comic strip

THE
SQUIRE OF
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There, he sits at an inclined draw-
ing-board to create another daily 
slice of mirth and mayhem for mil-
lions of New Zealand and Australian 
newspaper readers. By daybreak, the 
zany characters of Footrot Flats – Wal, 
Cooch, The Dog, a cat named Horse 
and all the others – will have sprung 
to life beneath the skilful pen of our 
best-known cartoonist.

From a modest beginning ten years 
ago, Footrot Flats had rocketed into a 
cartoon-strip phenomenon appear-
ing in 20 New Zealand and 100 Aus-
tralian newspapers, with book sales 
currently topping the four-million 
mark. Success, however, has wrought 
few changes in Murray Ball’s lifestyle. 
At 46, he looks just as lean and fit as 
he did in his younger years as an All 
Black trialist, and stoically maintains 
his long-standing six-day-a-week 
work routine.

The first of his daily quota of three 
cartoons roughed out by 7am, Murray 
heads off to hand-milk Nan, the cow, 
before joining his family for break-
fast. From 8.30 to 10 is ‘think time’, 
when he sketches cartoon sequences 
to be filed in his ideas book for future 
strips. After the day’s cartoons are 

inked in, usually by 1.30pm, Murray 
naps until his children return home 
from school.

A dyed-in-the-wool Kiwi, Murray 
would far rather show you his farm, 
Mikos, than talk about himself. On a 
bumpy bicycle tour of the 50-hectare 
property, he proudly points out the 
nut trees, the neighbour’s Clydes-
dales (“models for the strip”), his own 
cows and sheep. His wife Pam and 
their three children, Mason, Gareth 
and Tanya, share Murray’s enthusi-
asm for the land.

Mikos provides much of Murray’s 
inspiration and insight into New Zea-
land rural life. He also draws heavily 
from childhood experiences on his 
uncle’s farm – Pam says he has an in-
credible memory – plus other real-life 
characters, events and situations. 

Footrot fans probably imagine the 
strip’s creator to be a comedian, but 
actually Murray has a rather serious 
view of life. What he mostly pokes 
fun at is himself. “People expect me 
to say something funny because I’m 
a cartoonist,” he says apologetically 
in a hybrid New Zealand/South Af-
rican accent. “I’m a bit of a hermit 
really, and cartooning gives me the 

I n a farmhouse at the foot of steep, green hills behind 
Gisbourne on North Island’s balmy east coast, an 
alarm clock shatters the 4.30am stillness. Murray Ball 
slides from his bed in the pitch black and brews a cup 
of tea before heading out back to his office, a barn-like 

building besieged by a Noah’s Ark of livestock.
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opportunity to work alone.”
Murray Ball was born on January 

26, 1939, in the small, rural North 
Island community of Feilding. His 
family moved to Australia when he 
was eight, and then on to South Af-
rica when he was 11. He grew up 
there. Drawing was always a favour-
ite hobby. “My brother and I were 
sport fanatics,” he says. “We’d listen 
to rugby on the radio, 
and I would illustrate 
the matches in car-
toons. If the Spring-
boks were play ing, 
I’d draw springboks; 
for the All Blacks, I’d 
draw kiwis.”

DODGEM CARS
At 19, he was on the 
move again, back to 
New Zealand to pur-
sue his ambition to 
become an All Black rugby player, 
as his father had been. He worked in 
the evenings as a cadet reporter for 
The Dominion, Wellington’s morning 
paper, until he found he hated to ask 
questions; more often than not, he 
came back from assignments with 
doodles on his pad instead of facts. 
After three months, he gave it up and 
went back to Feilding, hoping for a 
job as a cartoonist.

Murray was lucky. He got a job 
drawing for the local Manawatu 
newspaper, The Times. This sub-
sidised his rugby career until, as 

an All Black trialist, he made the  
finals but failed to make the team. 
Disheartened, the 21 year old re-
joined his family in South Africa – 
but not for long. He and his brother 
Barry set off on a three-month adven-
ture that landed them penniless in 
Britain. Murray headed back to New 
Zealand, where he found a job doing 
feature satire cartoons for his old em-

ployer, The Dominion.
In  1963,  he was 

back in South Africa, 
called home because 
his mother was dying. 
He had a job operat-
ing dodgem cars at 
an amusement park 
owned by his father 
when he met a young 
Englishwoman on a 
working holiday. They 
hit it off immediately. 
“It was a bit of a shock 

for my parents to learn their daughter 
was engaged to an unemployed car-
toonist working as a dodgem-car op-
erator,” Pam recalls. Nevertheless, they 
married in 1964 in Surrey, England.

The newly-weds headed for New 
Zealand, expecting that Murray’s job 
with The Dominion would be wait-
ing for him. It wasn’t. Murray took a 
crash course in teaching at Hamilton; 
he had to make more money than 
the four pounds a week that came in 
from the odd few cartoons he sold. 
While at Hamilton Teachers’ College, 
he wrote his first book, an illustrated 

“PEOPLE 
EXPECT ME  

TO SAY 
SOMETHING 

FUNNY 
BECAUSE I’M A 
CARTOONIST”
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satire about rugby called Fifteen 
Men on a Dead Man’s Chest, which 
was sent to the publisher the same 
day his first child was born. Though 
Murray dismisses all of his early work 
as “terrible”, the book received good 
reviews and sold well.

From 1966 to 1969, Murray was a 
teacher at Whitianga on the Coroman-
del Peninsula and wrote his second 
book, The Peoplemak-
ers, about teaching. 
Then, because there 
seemed to be little 
hope for a career in 
cartooning here, the 
Balls decided to go 
to Britain. After ship-
ping their furniture 
overseas, they had 
three months before 
their own departure, 
so they moved to the 
Manawatu country of 
Murray’s childhood, into a ramshackle 
old farmhouse that would later be the 
model for Cooch’s house in Footrot 
Flats. “It was one of the happiest times 
of my life,” he reminisces. “We used 
logs for seats and hung our clothes on 
willow branches. The wall-cavities 
were full of possums.”

THOR THUMB
After arriving in England, with their 
second child due any day, they 
bought a cottage with money bor-
rowed from Murray’s father. That first 
year they scraped by on their savings 

and occasional small sums of money 
Murray’s father sent from South Af-
rica, while Murray freelanced, an al-
most impossible way to make a living 
in the competitive British cartooning 
trade. Today, Murray tells hopeful 
young cartoonists that the two things 
they need to survive are “luck and a 
rich father”.

In April 1970, Murray finally man-
aged to sell Punch a 
collection of cartoon 
strips called Stanley, 
the misadventures of 
an underdog cave-
man. Stanley became 
one of Punch’s long-
est-running cartoons, 
and opened the door 
to a steady stream of 
work illustrating comic 
books.

“I’d get the scripts 
and instructions in the 

mail, then do the drawings and send 
them off,” Murray says. “They’d come 
back pencilled over and crossed out. 
I would have to do them again. It was 
real purgatory. But I was lucky. These 
people were old hands and knew their 
trade backwards. It taught me to be 
professional.”

Work began to pour in. Murray de-
veloped his own comic-book charac-
ter, Thor Thumb, did political cartoons 
for the British Labour Weekly and  
another strip for Punch.

The Balls had been in England 
nearly six years when they adopted a 

THE DOG 
ACTUALLY 

DOES HAVE A 
NAME (AUNT 

DOLLY GAVE IT 
TO HIM), BUT 
HE HATES IT
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girl from Malaysia. With three noisy 
young children underfoot, Murray 
developed his early-morning work 
routine to take advantage of the quiet 
hours. But they had outgrown their 
cottage and it was time to move again. 
Murray had always wanted to do a 
New Zealand cartoon strip, so when 
his agent, Bardon Press Features, said 
that he could continue his British 
work through the mail, they set off for 
home – and bought the farm that to-
day is Mikos. 

Less than a year later, panic struck. 
Due to postal problems, his supply 
of work failed to arrive from Britain 
for over two months. “I was going 
grey worrying over the mortgage, so 
I thought I might as well begin the 
New Zealand strip I hadn’t had time 
for with all my other work,” says 
Murray. “A farmer and his sheepdog 
seemed like a good idea.” Footrot 
Flats was born.

From the strip’s first appearance 
in The Evening Post, New Zealanders 
took the characters to heart as part of 
their national identity. Wal typifies 
the no-nonsense farmer, somebody 
all Kiwis know. “Cooch [Wal’s eccen-
tric neighbour] I drew from a friend 
of mine who lives on an island off the 
Coromandel Peninsula,” Murray ex-
plains. “Wal tries to break the land, 
Cooch lives with it.”

And, of course, there’s The Dog. The 
Dog actually does have a name (Aunt 
Dolly gave it to him), but he hates it, 
and Murray says his pen is for ever 

sealed for fear of upsetting his canine 
pal. Footrot ’s most popular charac-
ter, The Dog gets his fair share of fan 
mail. “We get a stack of cards around 
October the 13th for The Dog’s birth-
day,” says Pam, “and lots of kids write 
to ask his name, promising they won’t 
tell anyone else.” Some letters arrive 
addressed simply to Footrot Flats, 
New Zealand.

ANIMATED FILM
Even the bureaucracy gets caught up 
in the strip’s humour. The Whanga-
rei city dog ranger served hydatids- 
dosing and registration papers on 
Wal and Murray, claiming The Dog 
breaks every law in the book.

Pam, Murray’s toughest critic and 
indispensable business manager, 
handles a thousand daily details that 
he gratefully acknowledges would 
drown him in a week, including a 
new line of Footrot Flats products 
– soft toys, T-shirts, hats. Murray’s 
time is devoted to producing Foot-
rot strips, calendars and two books 
a year. A musical based on the strip 
has been staged in New Zealand 
and Australia, and a feature-length  
animated film is due to be released 
in mid-1986.

If you’re looking for Murray Ball 
among the characters of Footrot 
Flats, you will have to look hard. 
“There’s a little bit of Murray in all of 
them,” says Pam, “but The Dog is as 
close to him as you can get on four 
legs.” 
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BY Annette Anselmo

The gripping story of a patient’s faith 
– and a surgeon’s skill

THROUGH 
A BRAIN 

OPERATION
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Dr Jones studied her case history, 
made exhaustive neurological tests, 
took brain X-rays and electroenceph-
alograms, then gave his decision. “We 
believe an operation will help you,” he 
said. “But I do not promise a complete 
cure. And you realise the risk: you may 
be paralysed.”

For Annette, the possibility was 
worth the risk. Here is her account of 
the operation as she experienced it.

“EARLY THAT MOR NING a barber 
came into my room and shaved my 
head so that it resembled a large bil-
liard ball. Then my bed was wheeled 
into the hall where Dad and my sis-
ter kissed me, trying hard not to cry. 
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll be back.” 
My feeling was, “Today is the begin-
ning of the end of my 30-year war 
against epilepsy.”

In the X-ray room, a doctor said to 
me with a smile, “This is a big day for 
you.” In one hand he had two wires, 
each about a metre long; in the other 
a glass of water. “I’m going to insert 

a wire in each of your nostrils,” he 
said. “I want you to take a drink and 
swallow when I tell you to.” The wires 
were to go down into my stomach. 
Each time the doctor said, “Swallow,” 
a few more centimetres would disap-
pear, until only about 40 centimetres 
remained in view. Then the doctor 
took an X-ray to see if the wires were 
in proper position. Three times they 
were not, and he would say, “Let’s 
start over.”

Finally the wires were in place. 
As he taped the ends to my chest, 
he explained that these electrodes 
would provide a reading of stomach 
movement – the sensation I often 
experienced with the onset of an 
attack. When electrical stimulation 
of the brain came close to the point 
from which my attacks originated, 
the stomach sensation would be 
produced.

Now my bed was wheeled into the 
anaesthesia room. I knew that I was to 
remain fully conscious throughout the 
operation so Dr Jones could be guided 

I n the autumn of 1953, Annette Anselmo of Salt Lake 
City, Utah, travelled to a well-known neurological 
institute to seek help from Dr Jones (not his real 
name), a renowned brain surgeon. For 30 years, ever 
since the age of four, Annette had suffered epileptic 

seizures with devastating frequency. Anti-convulsant 
drugs and a brain operation had banished the severest 
seizures. But she still suffered smaller convulsions, 
sometimes as many as 65 an hour.
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by my reactions. The anaesthetist was 
to give me injections to deaden the 
feeling in my face and scalp.

He asked me to open my mouth 
and, with his thumb, located the 
hinge bone connecting the upper and 
lower jaw. Into it he inserted a nee-
dle – so far upwards that it seemed to 
reach my skull bone! I felt a searing 
pain. But these injections were the 
only way to deaden 
t he fe el i ng i n my 
scalp and facial skin. 

E a c h  t i m e  h e 
picked up a not her 
needle, I glanced at 
the remaining pile. It 
seemed to grow larger 
instead of smaller.

Dr Jones now en-
tered, and I could feel 
him tracing a design 
on my scalp. “This 
is the skull opening 
I want,” he said to the doctors with 
him. One replied, “Yes, a full butter-
fly flap.”

The anaesthetist said, “She is about 
ready for the operating room.”

“I’m not afraid,” I said, “but do me 
a favour. When my skull is about to 
be opened, will one of you tell me 
a joke?” I thought it would help to 
mask the moment of intense pain I 
anticipated.

Out in the hall the doors of the op-
erating room opened to allow my bed 
to pass through. I had reached the 
point of no retreat.

Inside, I looked at the wall clock: 
8.05am. I could see the glassed-in 
gallery where doctors, nurses and 
students were waiting to observe. 
Each of the six doctors who were 
to take part in the operation wore 
special glasses, for the room had ul-
traviolet lighting instead of glaring 
overhead bulbs. I heard one doctor 
say, “We’ll be lucky if we get out of 

here by suppertime.”
A doc tor beh i nd 

my head said, “This 
will sting. I’m going 
to paint your head 
w it h io d i ne.”  T he 
anaesthetist told me 
to lie f lat on my back 
and turn my head to 
the left. Towels were 
placed a rou nd my 
neck f irmly but not 
u nc om for t abl y.  I n 
fact, I hardly noticed 

them after a few minutes. 

NOW DR JONES was standing at my 
head, a tray of instruments beside 
him. With foot or hand controls he 
raised my head to the proper posi-
tion. It was up to me not to move; no 
sandbags or straps restrained me, 
except one to keep me from falling 
off the table. He asked if I was com-
fortable. I said, “Yes, but I’m freez-
ing.” A blanket was tucked around 
me. Doubtless the impact of what 
was about to happen had given me 
the chills.

IT WAS UP  
TO ME NOT  
TO MOVE;  

NO SANDBAGS  
OR STRAPS 

RESTRAINED 
ME
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“I’m going to inject several needles 
at the base of your skull, Annette,” 
Dr Jones said. “This will eliminate as 
much pain as possible, but you know 
I can’t deaden it entirely.”

He began inserting the needles. 
As he worked, Dr Jones occasionally 
consulted his associates, and some-
times dictated notes to a secretary 
in the gallery, through an intercom. 
I thought: “Imagine 
doing a delicate op-
eration like this – and 
dictating at the same 
t i me.” He told t he 
type and amount of 
medication in each 
injection, reviewed 
my case history, and 
ex pla ined what he 
bel ieved to be t he 
cause of my seizures: 
a birth injury, dam-
age resulting from an 
interference with the circulation of 
oxygen-carrying blood to one side of 
my brain, at the time of my birth.

Each needle felt as if it would come 
through my mouth. I f inally lost 
count of the needles. “How many 
more?” I kept asking. “Not many. Try 
and bear it a bit longer,” the doctor 
would answer.

I glanced at the clock. It seemed 
i mpossible but it  w a s a l read y 
11.20am.

Now I felt the pressure of what I 
was certain was a scalpel against 
my scalp. No pain; just the sudden 

warmth of liquid trickling down my 
cheek. When I realised it was my own 
blood, I said, “I’m going to throw up.” 
A pan was held close to my face. My 
mouth felt parched. A piece of ice was 
placed between my lips.

Dr Jones said, “Annette, we are 
about to make a few holes in your 
skull.” The drilling began. There 
was a period of dull pain, and a dull 

grinding sound. There 
were to be, I knew, 
f ive to seven fairly 
large burr holes.

After an intermina-
ble interval everything 
was still, almost mor-
bidly so. Then I heard 
the sawing of bone. 
I waited for the pain 
I so vividly remem-
bered when the skull 
had been opened in 
my other operation 

two and a half years before. I finally 
asked how much longer it would be 
before they would break through my 
skull. Someone patted my hand and 
said, “It’s already done, Annette.”

THE CLOCK SHOWED 12 NOON. A 
nurse held a cup of something steam-
ing – soup perhaps – and Dr Jones 
drank it through a straw.

I heard, more than felt, the awful 
sensation of liquid being squirted over 
my brain. When the brain is exposed, 
the air dries its surface quickly, and it 
must be continuously moistened.

THE DRILLING 
BEGAN...THERE 

WAS A DULL 
GRINDING 

SOUND...THEN  
I HEARD THE 

SAWING OF BONE
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At 1.30pm, Dr Jones said, “Turn the 
machine at this angle.” I knew he was 
referring to the machine he would 
use to stimulate the electrical activity 
of my brain cells.

Pictures were taken, both in black-
and-white and in colour. Then Dr 
Jones spoke to me quietly. “Annette, 
from here on I will need your full co-
operation. We are going to stimulate 
your brain, and I want you to tell me 
exactly what you feel and where.” 
Was I ready? I said I was.

A few seconds later I felt a light cur-
rent go through my body. I said, “I feel 
as though I am about to fall off the ta-
ble to my left.” He answered, “That’s 
fine. We’ll try it again.” This time the 
current was stronger. I said, “My left 
leg feels as though it is about to fall off 
the table.” Moments later I felt some-
one lift my leg back onto the table. 
Then I heard the doctor say, “I want a 
few more colour pictures, please.”

MORE BRAIN STIMULATION. “Doc-
tor, that felt as though my left fore-
finger pointed inward.” Dr Jones 
repeated the experiment, then said, 
“Let me hear what Annette said dur-
ing the stimulation.” I heard my own 
voice and realised my words were 
being recorded. Immediately after, 
Dr Jones said, “Annette, I am going 
to remove a small section of your 
brain which is causing some of your 
trouble.”

Then I heard words which I shall 
never forget: “Annette, remember, 

just so much is in my hands.”
A few minutes later came the click-

ing sound of metal as he put down the 
instrument he had used, and I knew 
the excision had taken place. I looked 
at the clock. It was 2.30pm. How much 
longer?

Dr Jones said, “Annette, I’m going 
to stimulate again. Please tell me what 
you feel.” I felt the current, and at that 
instant I felt my left eye turn inward. 
It was repeated. Then Dr Jones said, 
“I am going to remove another small 
piece of brain.”

At that crucial point I said, “Doctor, 
I have a funny feeling I’ve never had 
before. I’m afraid I’m going to have a 
seizure.” Metal clicked as he laid aside 
his instrument. A few moments later I 
had the seizure, a small one. 

“What kind of reading did you re-
cord?” Dr Jones asked an assistant. 
The answer came, in medical terms.

Once more I felt the stimulating 
current go through my body. And this 
time I had a familiar, sickish feeling in 
the pit of my stomach.

Once again the doctor said, “An-
nette, I’m going to remove another 
affected bit of brain.” And, speaking 
to his assistants, he explained how far 
into the brain he was going. He said 
that the previous surgeon had excised 
at precisely the right spot, but had not 
gone this deep, fearing he would leave 
me paralysed.

For the first time I felt true cutting 
pain momentarily. 

When it ceased I said, “If anybody 
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ever says again there is no feeling in-
side the brain, Dr Jones, don’t believe 
him. I know better.”

I kept saying, “I’m tired, doctor. 
Please put me to sleep.” He answered, 
“I’ll bet you a quarter you’ll fall asleep 
within the hour, Annette.”

Then he said that he was about to 
make his third excision, and now he 
would touch the section of the brain 
that controls vision. For the first time, 
I said a silent prayer.

Then I heard him put down his 
scalpel. I could still see the anaes-
thetist clearly – and I thanked God.

Dr Jones said, “Still awake? I guess 
I owe you a quarter.” The recording 
shows that I replied weakly, “Deduct 
it from my bill.”

I was so tired I could hardly hear 
the voices around me. After a while 
the doctors began testing the re-
f lexes of my arms and legs. Dimly 
I heard them say, “All four extrem-
ities have good ref lex actions. No 
paralysis.”

The anaesthetist spoke: “Hold your 
arm steady, Annette, while we locate 
a vein.” It meant that the operation 
was over. Now they would put me to 
sleep to close my skull.

Exhausted, I glanced at the clock as 
I felt the needle going into my arm: 
4.30pm. 

“No paralysis,” I heard. All was 
well.” 

NOTE FROM EDITOR, 1964: 
The kind of surgery performed on 
Annette Anselmo is quite unusual, 
and is undertaken only in certain 
rare, specific cases. For more than 
99 per cent of all epileptics it 
would be neither applicable nor 
beneficial. It should also be noted 
that the techniques she describes 
have since changed, with progress in 
neurosurgery over the past ten years.
In Annette’s case, the operation was 
successful. On mild medication, she 
now leads a full, active life with no 
restrictions on her activities. She 
still has seizures, usually mild and 
brief; they come always at night, 
and only two or three times a year. 
The memory of her extraordinary 
experience is one that, for her, is not 
likely to fade.

Cartoon Quips

R D  M AY  1 9 8 7

Man at bakery shop: “Inside me there’s a thin person struggling to 
get out. But I can usually sedate him with four or five cupcakes.” 

bob thavea, newspaper enterprise association

THIS ARTICLE HAS BEEN RECORDED 

AS AN RD TALKS PODCAST FOR YOUR 

LISTENING PLEASURE. TO LISTEN, GO TO 

WWW.RDASIA.COM/PODCASTS





R E A DER’S DIGE ST

NOVEMBER 1984
◆ After my 20-year marriage ended 
in divorce, I went to live with my 
daughter and son-in-law. They 
encouraged me to start dating 
and, after a few months, I accepted 
a dinner engagement with an 
attractive man I had met at a party.

Nervous about my ‘first date’, I 
told my daughter I would be home 
no later than midnight. When I 
tiptoed in at 3am, this note was on 
my bedroom door: “Mum, in the 
future if you’re going to be late, I 
expect you to let us know where you 
are, who you’re with and a phone 

number where you can be reached. 
P.S. You’re grounded until further 
notice!” PHYLLIS J. PAT TERSON

◆ My husband’s office was being 
relocated and he had to spend long 
hours at work, often staying away 
from home overnight. One Saturday 
afternoon a fishing buddy dropped 
by, only to be told once again that 
my husband was out of town. 

“That guy is never home!” he 
complained.

“I know,” I replied, “That’s what I 
used to say.”

“Used to say?”
“Yes,” I sighed. “Before I found out 

I was pregnant.” RITA M. EVERSON

AUGUST 1988
◆ When I stopped to visit a friend, 
I found her on the phone with a real-
estate agent. “That’s a little high!” 
she exclaimed. “What can I get for 
less than $500 a month?” The reply 
was evidently not to my friend’s 
liking. “I see,” she said abruptly, and 
hung up.

“What did the agent say you could 
get?” I asked.

“A car.” R AE ANN C. PAPPA S
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◆ Astonished, I watched the man 
roller-skating towards me on 
the bicycle path. An owl, wings 
outstretched, clung to a leather 
patch on his shoulder. As they got 
closer, I could tell that the giant 
bird had lost part of one wing. 

The skater stopped for a  
breather. “Twice a day we go out 
so he can pretend he’s flying,” the 
man said to me.

“I’m sure he would repay you if 
he could,” I replied.

“He already has,” the skater said. 
“I used to weigh 12 kilos more and 
I smoked.” With that, man and bird 
took off again. JAMES EDMINS TER

◆ It was my mother’s birthday and 
some family members had bought 
shade trees for her yard as a gift.  
I have an ancient convertible, so 
I was sent to pick them up. I put 
the top down and the nurseryman 
loaded the three-metre trees into 
the car. Sitting under a canopy of 
leaves, I drove off.

When I stopped for a red light, 
the driver of the car in the next lane 
gave me a startled glance. “Lady,” 
he called over, “wouldn’t it be a lot 
easier just to put up the top for  
some shade?” FR AN BELLER

◆ I keep five dogs in my backyard 
in four kennels of various sizes. 
One day during a heavy rainstorm, 
I went out to check on my pets. The 
big kennel was occupied by one dog, 

the middle-sized kennel held two, 
and the small kennels had one pet 
each. Satisfied that they were all 
snug and dry, I left.

A little later lightning streaked 
across the sky and thunder boomed. 
When I peeked out the back door, all 
the kennels were empty except the 
big one. In it were all five dogs.  
 JUNE CROSSL AND

◆ I had moved out of town and into 
my own apartment. Two years later, 
my mother flew to visit me for the 
first time, and I proudly showed her 
around my place. “Charlotte gave 
me the love seat, Dad gave me the 
TV, Delores sold me the rugs for a 
song, you gave me the bookcase, 
and the lamp was a gift from 
Carol,” I said.

Mum gave me a big hug.  
“I always knew you could make  
it on your own!” RENEE BEBOUT

◆ Everything on the restaurant 
menu was à la carte and shockingly 
expensive. Salad dressing was $2, a 
baked potato $4.50 and asparagus 
$6.25. After we had been served, 
a hullabaloo broke out in the next 
room, where a birthday party was 
being held. Waiters blew horns and 
banged pans. 

“What on earth is that?” one  
man asked.

“Someone ordered the 
asparagus!” a member of our group 
responded. H.B. ARMS TRONG 
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Minnie
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BY George F. Worts

A close-knit village holds an incredible 
blessing close to their hearts

THE
MYSTERY

OF
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Garrett was the Mr Fixit of a village 
in which I lived for two years. His 
shop-window housed a dust-covered 
collection of old locks, parts of clocks, 
bearings, gears and other odds and 
ends. He sharpened lawn mowers, 
repaired bicycles, did odd jobs of 
carpentering and plumbing.

He was a wir y man of 55 with 
gnarled red hands, eyes as bright as 
a fox’s, and a stoop resulting from his 
years over work benches. There was 
an air of secret merriment about him 
not quite in keeping with the legend 
of his grief at the death of a woman 
he had loved so devotedly over the 20 
years of their childless marriage. He 
lived alone in a cottage whose garden 
was an extension of his junk-filled 
shop – a sort of pasture into which 
once hard-working machines had 
been turned loose to rust out their 
lives in peace.

After I had lived in the village a 
while I began to hear about Minnie’s 
mysterious doings. The first story 
I put together by picking up scraps 
here and there was that of Miss Ana-
stasia Peabody, the village librarian. 
Miss Anastasia was a plain-looking 
maiden lady of unknown vintage 
who had a hopeless passion for 

Henr y Iverson, the school head-
master – a handsome and, it seemed, 
woman-proof bachelor.

One day Miss Anastasia disap-
peared. Three months later she came 
home, miraculously transformed! 
Her severe, brushed-back-into-a-
bun hair-do was now a frivolous dark 
frame which softened her plain but 
appealing face. She wore fashionable 
clothes which set off her slim figure. 
Within a few weeks she and Henry 
Iverson were married.

This dramatic event was partly ex-
plained by my neighbour, Mrs Belle 
Fogarty: “Anastasia went to New York 
and took one of those how-to-be-
beautiful courses. And anybody with 
a grain of sense knows that Minnie 
was behind it.”

“Minnie Garrett?” I asked.
“Who else? It must have cost a lot 

of money, and it’s going to take Ana-
stasia a good long spell to get Minnie 
out of hock.”

“Out of hock?” I asked. But at this 
evidence of a newcomer’s prying  
curiosity, Mrs Fogarty retreated into 
New England reticence.

My determination to solve the 
mystery of Minnie led me to talk with 
other local people, and I collected a 

W hen I first encountered Minnie she had  
been dead ten years. Minnie’s husband, 
Tracy Garrett simply would not permit her 
to stay dead; so, in the most amazing way,  

she remained alive – a power in the community.
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wealth of stories touching on many 
lives. It was an enriching experi-
ence, but it left me completely in the 
dark as to how Minnie performed 
her wonders. Each was a story of 
someone who had got into some 
trouble that a moderate amount of 
money would cure, and each ended 
on the same bizarre note: “Minnie is 
in hock again.”

One night in t he 
chemist I overheard a 
young man say to the 
pharmacist, “Yes, it’s 
all fixed. I’m going to 
be able to finish my 
last year – thanks to 
Minnie.”

After he had gone, I 
asked the pharmacist 
about it. He was talk-
ative – up to a point. 
He said the boy was 
majoring in chem-
istry at Cornell University but had 
had to drop out a few days previously  
because his father had suffered a  
financial setback.

Soon I discovered that Minnie was 
always put in hock for a sum of less 
than $1000 by someone whom the 
village trusted and approved. She 
was used as collateral until the loan 
was paid off.

A BOUT SEV EN MONTHS after my 
arrival in that warm-hearted com-
munity I began having troubles of 
my own. Everything went wrong. 

My work – w rit ing f ict ion – had 
gone sour. Money I had counted on 
didn’t come in. Then I was told that 
my daughter had to have an expen-
sive operation. Any relatives or old 
friends who might have come to my 
rescue were out of reach.

One night I didn’t sleep at all. 
Next morning, when I went to the 
kitchen to make some coffee, Tracy 

Ga r ret t was t here, 
at work on the sink. 
The drain had never 
worked properly and 
he often had to tinker 
with it, but I didn’t re-
call speaking to him 
about it recently.

H e  w o r k e d  s i -
lently and solemnly.  
F i n a l l y  h e  s a i d , 
“Well, I guess that’ll 
hold her a w h i le.” 
Then he looked at me 

and said, “Understand you’ve been 
havin’ a little trouble.”

So he had heard about it! I was 
feeling a l it t le bit ter, but I a lso 
felt the need of talking it out with 
someone.

Ga r re t t  l i s t ene d at t ent i v el y. 
“Looks like all you really need is a 
lift for a while till things start comin’ 
your way again,” he said.

That, I assured him, was summing 
things up neatly.

“Then it’s time you met Minnie,” 
he said decisively.

I couldn’t repress a slight shiver 

AFTER A  
WHILE I BEGAN 

TO HEAR 
ABOUT 

MINNIE’S 
MYSTERIOUS 

DOINGS 
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and I couldn’t help glancing out of 
the back door at his battered old de-
livery van. There was a big wooden 
crate in it. I was prepared for any-
thing, but all that happened was that 
Mr Garrett took a worn pocket-book 
out of his hip pocket and slowly re-
moved a tired-looking $1000 bank-
note. Roughly printed on it in large 
red-crayon letters was: MINNIE.

“All you do,” said 
Garrett, “is take Min-
nie to the bank and 
put her up for collat-
eral for any amount 
up to $1000. You pay 
the bank their reg-
ular rate of interest, 
and pay the loan off 
when you can. Then 
Minnie comes back 
to me.”

Garrett’s eyes spar-
k led. “You’ve been 
tryin’ for months to find out who 
Minnie is and how she came to be. 
Now if you want to hear the story, I’ll 
tell you.

“Minnie is named after my wife,” 
he continued. “She was the finest 
woman that ever lived. The day she 
died, Minnie said to me, ‘Tracy, I’ve 
been thinking that it doesn’t matter 
overmuch to God whether or not 
I have an expensive funeral or an 
impressive monument. He doesn’t 
set much store by pomp and show. 
So I want you to give me the cheap-
est burial you can, with a plain little 

headstone on the grave. Then I want 
you to take what money is left and 
buy a new $1000 bill.’

“And that,” he said, “is how the 
Minnie you’ve got there in your 
hand came to be. My wife loved this 
village, and she wanted to keep on 
helpin’ people who deserved and 
needed helpin’ after she was gone.”

Garrett paused a moment and then 
continued.

“Minnie’s helped 
people get married 
a nd helped babies 
get born. She’s paid 
g ro c er ’s  bi l l s  a nd 
helped educate boys 
and girls, and she’s 
s o m e t i m e s  s a v e d 
their businesses after 
they’ve gone out in 
the world. She’s kept 
people from worrying 
themselves ill. You’d 

be surprised by how many times 
Minnie’s been in hock. 

“And now,” he concluded brusquely, 
“you trot down to the bank and bor-
row what you need and stop worryin’.”

I began to understand why the 
town folk had been so secretive. 
They didn’t know whether I could 
be trusted with a secret so precious. 
Now I knew I had been accepted as 
someone Minnie could trust, and I 
was humbly grateful.

In due course I paid off the note 
and returned Minnie to her guard-
ian. A week later she was in hock 

I HAD BEEN 
ACCEPTED AS 

SOMEONE 
MINNIE COULD 
TRUST, AND I 
WAS HUMBLY 

GRATEFUL
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again, quietly at work for young Harry 
Tompkins, whose bulldozer had been 
threatened with attachment – and 
the budding Tompkins Construction 
Company was saved.

A L I T T L E W HIL E L AT ER Minnie 
fell, for the first time, into the kind of 
hands the village had been fearing. 
The man seemed honest and trust-
worthy. His business got into legiti-
mate trouble and he needed $500 in 
a hurry. He borrowed Minnie from 
Garrett – and left town.

The way the village behaved, you 
would have thought its most beloved 
citizen had been kidnapped. People 
gathered at street corners and dis-
cussed the tragedy in hushed voices.

A month went by. Another month. 
Then one day Tracy Garrett received 
a registered letter from a distant city. 
Inside the envelope was Minnie. Not 
a word of apology or explanation. 
But Minnie was home again! And in 
hardly more time than it takes to tell, 
she was in hock again.

I moved away soon after that. I 
don’t know if Tracy Garrett is still alive 
or if Minnie is still in circulation, but 
I’m inclined to believe she is. Minnie 
strikes me as the kind of woman who 
goes on for ever. 
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Blush-Hour Reports
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A nearsighted friend of mine who hated to wear her glasses  
went to a party without them. She started talking to an attractive 
man in the buffet line and tried her best to appear charming and 

sophisticated. It worked until she put her hand into the ‘popcorn’ 
bowl and came up with mashed potatoes. 

 contributed by rosemary p. neal 

My daughter and her husband, Jim, left their pre-teen  
daughter alone for a few hours while they went out to dinner. 

Before leaving, they reminded her to keep the doors locked and 
not to let anyone know she was alone in the house. The next day 

my daughter met a friend. “I called you last night,” the woman 
said, “but your daughter told me you were in the shower.  

Then I thought I’d give my message to Jim, but I was told he  
was in the shower too.” contributed by stella r. mcdaris
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DON’t
look

down!
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BY John Dyson

Below the trapped miners was an empty  
lift shaft, 600 metres deep. Only the strength 

of one man might save them

“

”
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Known as the ‘Mary Ann’, the pas-
senger lift carried 21 men this trip, its 
bare aluminium interior lit only by 
their cap lamps. For nearly ten min-
utes the ride went smoothly. Then, 
suddenly, the lift cage lurched and 
stopped dead.

Rassie Erasmus, the Mary Ann’s 
silver-haired attendant, was unwor-
ried. “Hold still,” Mario heard him 
say. “She’ll move in a minute.”

Mario wasn’t so sure. He heard 
a strange slapping sound from the 
darkness overhead. Then it hit him. 
Great coils of heavy steel-wire rope 
were piling up on the lift roof. The 
huge winch that had been lowering 
the cage was still running!

We’re in trouble, thought Mario. 
Something had blocked the cage’s 
descent, and whatever had snagged 
it could give way at any moment. The 
cable heaping on the roof, even a vi-
bration from the men inside could 
nudge the over 2-tonne cage into free 
fall. The slack wire would snap as it 
was jerked tight. Nothing then would 

stop them from plunging 610 metres 
to the bottom – the height of two  
Eiffel Towers.

Mario shouldered Rassie aside to 
reach the door. “We’ve got to get out,” 
he said.

“WE’RE GOING TO DIE” 
From boyhood, Mario Cockrell, one 
of 11 children, had learned to fend 
for himself. His father had died when 
Mario was 12. During his teens, he 
had hunted in the Kalahari Desert 
with friends among the Khoisan, 
living off the land with a homemade 
bow and arrows. 

As a young man, Mario had been 
an amateur boxer and a physi-
cal trainer with the South African 
army, before settling down with his 
Belgian wife, Connie, and hiring on 
at the mine. Now 31, he was saving 
for his dream: a couple of trucks to 
run as a small business, and a few 
acres of land for Connie and their 
sons, three-year-old Etienne and 
five-month-old Mario, Jr.

C radling his hard hat and bag of sandwiches, 
Mario Cockrell sprinted for the lift and 
shoved his way among the miners jammed 
inside. Many of them grumbled at him: “Late 
again!” The doors slammed shut, signal 

bells rang, and the cramped, two-level cage began a 
16-minute, 1.6 kilometre-long descent into the President 
Steyn gold mine in Welkom, South Africa. It was 8.15pm 
on March 23, 1993.
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Mario forced open the lift door and 
looked out. His cap lamp shone on a 
sheer concrete wall plunging over 
800 metres straight down. Between 
him and the wall lay a 150cm-wide 
abyss. To his right, the wall cornered 
and ran along the lift’s side. To his left 
was empty space – a series of six ad-
joining shafts used by other lifts.

By luck, the Mary Ann had stopped 
exactly level with a 
horizontal reinforce-
ment beam that pro-
v ided a 45cm-w ide 
ledge. Stepping gin-
gerly onto this beam 
with his back to the 
abyss, Mario shuf-
f led halfway around 
the lift, kicking rub-
ble over the edge but 
hearing nothing hit 
the bottom. Leaning 
on the rear of the lift, 
still with a 150cm-wide chasm at his 
back, he spied a cluster of vertical 
pipes strapped to the outside of the 
beam.

Below him, the shaft seemed to 
recede into inf init y. Ever y three 
metres it was ringed by another set 
of crossbeams. And every 60 me-
tres, he could see a platform where 
a brightly lit tunnel led into a work-
ing stope of the mine. Because of the 
nightshift change, all the tunnels 
were now deserted.

Then Mario felt a trembling that 
grew until the whole framework of 

girders hummed. Falling stones and 
dust sprayed his face as he peered up. 
Another car was coming!

The whooshing sound, like a dis-
tant train, grew louder and louder. It 
was the No. 6 cage plummeting down 
the shaft to the left of the Mary Ann, 
carrying tons of gravel for mixing 
cement. Now less than 800 metres 
above, it would speed past in un-

der 60 seconds. As it 
did, Mario realised, it 
would catch the loops 
of cable spilling off the 
Mary Ann’s roof and 
drag the cage and men 
into the void. God help 
us! he prayed.

Just nine metres be-
low the stranded cage, 
Mario saw the station 
for ‘37 level’ – 1100 
metres beneath the 
surface. It would have 

a telephone and emergency button 
for halting all cars in the shaft. I’ve 
got to get to it, Mario thought. But 
how?

His eye fell on the cluster of vertical 
pipes. Most were too bulky to grip. 
Then he noticed a galvanised-steel 
water pipe, barely two centimetres 
in diameter and encrusted with dried 
mud. There was no time to descend 
the pipe hand over hand. He grasped 
it and stepped off the ledge. Then he 
relaxed his grip.

For an instant Mario fell free. He 
squeezed the pipe again to brake 

THEN HE FELT 
A TREMBLING 
THAT GREW. 

FALLING 
STONES AND 

DUST SPRAYED 
HIS FACE
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himself, the rough surface ripping 
the skin off his palms. Now halfway 
between crossbeams, he felt the pipe 
begin to bend away from the wall. 
He let himself drop to where the pipe 
was more secure.

At last his boots hit the crossbeam 
level with the station. But he was still 
one and a half metres from the plat-
form. Between him and safety was 
t he yaw ning shaft. 
He took a leapi ng 
stride across it, grab-
bing a g ut ter pipe 
on the other side to 
haul himself forward. 
As he did, the gut-
ter came away in his 
hands.

For a split second, 
Mar io teetered in 
space. With a desper-
ate heave he got his 
right foot barely onto 
the lip of the platform, straddling the 
dark gap. Then he lunged frantically, 
hooked his fingertips into the platform 
gate and pulled his other leg across. 
He could hear his fellow miners’ 
shouts of fear as Cage 6 roared closer.

T he emergenc y a la r m shou ld 
have been in a red box bolted to the 
rock wall. Where was it? With the 
mind-numbing roar of the big cage 
nearly on top of him, he saw the 
alarm, obscured under a coating  
of dust.

At that instant, Cage 6 whooshed 
past the Mary Ann, snagging its cable 

and filling the shaft with dust, sparks 
and thunder. Leaping to the red box, 
Mario smashed his fist through the 
glass and punched the button.

There was a great squealing sound 
as Cage 6 ground to a halt 20 metres 
below. Loops of the Mary Ann’s ca-
ble were hooked beneath it. A few 
more metres would have meant 
catastrophe.

With the telephone, 
Mario reached the lift 
supervisor. “Keep the 
brakes on! Move noth-
ing!” he shouted.

In the cage above, 
men were pray i ng 
and weeping. “We’re 
goi ng to d ie!” one 
c r ied. A s t he dust 
cleared, Rassie Eras-
mus glanced dow n 
and was stunned to 
see Mario climbing 

back towards them, hand over hand.

“TRUST ME!” 
When Mario reached the men, he 
found them round-eyed with fear. 
“It’s all right,” he said. “Everything’s 
stopped. You can come down now.” 
Not one dared move.

During his army service, Mario 
had always led by example. “Pass 
me my bag,” he said now, adopting 
an angry tone. The frightened men 
passed his sandwich bag out of the 
Mary Ann. “Look at what I’m doing 
and just follow.”

THE GUTTER 
CAME AWAY IN 

HIS HANDS. 
FOR A SPLIT 

SECOND, MARIO 
TEETERED IN 

SPACE
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With the bag hooked over one 
shoulder, he started to lower himself 
down the pipe. But as the beam of 
his lamp shone underneath the Mary 
Ann, he saw something that made his 
blood run cold.

Somehow, the Mary Ann’s verti-
cal guide rails had become twisted, 
throwing it out of alignment. This had 
caused a corner of the lift to catch on 
a bracket clamped to a girder. The 
weight of the lift and its men was now 
resting on barely two centimetres of 
thin metal and a couple of screws. If 
I don’t get those men down, they’ll die, 
Mario thought. Help me, God!

Climbing back to their level, Mario 
told them, “This thing’s going to drop 
at any second. Don’t touch it, just 
hold your breath and come down the 
pipe with me.” Nobody moved.

Mario picked out the smallest miner, 
a man of about 60 kilograms. Holding 
the pipe with one hand, he reached 
out with the other, grasped the front 
of the man’s jacket and jerked him to-
wards him. The miner screamed and 
tried to cling to the crossbeam. But 
Mario was not a man to be disobeyed. 
He punched the miner in the ribs.

As t he miner slumped, Mario 
seized the man’s jacket again and 
pulled him off the ledge. As if curling 
a barbell, he held the miner in mid-
air so their faces were level.

“You see?” he said curtly. “I can 
hold you with one hand. Trust me.”

The man threw his arms around 
Mario’s neck but, terrified, would not 

hold on to the pipe. Mario loosened 
his own grip for a split second so 
they’d fall a short distance. Jolted, the 
man grabbed the pipe. With Mario 
cradling him, they inched lower. 
Watching in horror, the men on the 
crowded ledge above were sure the 
flimsy pipe would break.

Finally, Mario and the miner 
reached the crossbeam at level 37. 
Now Mario had to figure out how to 
make the 1.5 metre leap to the station 
platform. The young miner in his arms 
was in no condition to jump for it.

Leaving the man standing on the 
crossbeam, clinging to the pipe, 
Mario stepped out into space once 
more. At their utmost stretch, his legs 
just straddled the gap. He twisted his 
powerful body around and gripped 
the man’s jacket. “Let go of the pipe 
exactly when I say!”

The man nodded fearfully.
“Let go!” Mario bellowed. The man 

obeyed, and Mario swung him across 
the gap, throwing him onto the plat-
form and using the momentum to 
fling himself after.

Mario dusted off his bleeding 
hands, and, hand over hand, pulled 
himself back up the pipe.

BAR ROOM TRICK
Next to be brought down was Mario’s 
stocky assistant, Jan Buys. “Don’t 
look down!” Mario instructed. They 
descended the pipe to the crossbeam. 
But Jan’s legs were too short to span 
the gap to the platform, and he was 
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too heavy to lift. Now what?
In his army years, Mario had of-

ten performed an old bar-room trick 
he learned from a book by Houdini. 
With shoulders on one chair and 
heels on another, he tensed his body 
into a bridge and challenged anyone 
to stand on his belly. It always won 
him a beer. Now he would do the 
same – but with a difference.

St a nd i ng on t he 
c ros sbea m, he let 
himself fall forward, 
his hands grabbing 
the end of the plat-
form. Bracing himself 
by holding a piece of 
ironwork, he rolled to 
face upwards. With 
shoulders on the lip of 
the platform, heels on 
the beam and mus-
cles locked, Mario be-
came a human girder.

“Okay,” he told Jan, “come across 
on your hands and knees.”

“I can’t, you’ll never hold me.”
“Yes, I will. Believe in me.”
Trembling, Jan crouched and 

grabbed Mario around the knees. 
Slowly at f irst, then rushing, Jan 
scrambled across. 

Seeing the two men reach safety 
made the others more confident. 
Aaron Koetse came down the pipe 
sitting on Mario’s shoulders. Thabo 
Phatsoane, a tall, athletic 34 year 
old, took his own weight on trem-
bling arms while Mario guided his 

feet. With many hands reaching out 
from the platform, they had no trou-
ble crossing the gap.

IMPOSSIBLE! 
Mario had escorted 13 men to safety 
and climbed 16 times up and down 
a pipe that was slippery with blood 
from his hands. After t wo more 
trips, his arms trembled uncontrol-

lably, and his shred-
ded pa l ms bu r ned 
as t houg h he were 
hold i ng hot coa ls. 
But when he rested to 
catch his breath, the 
men in the tottering 
cage above pleaded, 
“Don’t stop!”

God, g ive me the 
s t r e n g t h  t o  s a v e 
these last few, Mario 
prayed. St i l l  gasp-
ing, he focused a l l 

his w ill. His arms were charged 
with strength as he climbed and 
descended four more times, then 
went back for the last man – Rassie 
Erasmus.

Scared stiff, the elderly Rassie 
grabbed the pipe and forced himself 
to step on Mario’s shoulders. Bit by 
bit, they descended. Near the end, 
Mario’s grip slackened. For the first 
time, he slipped. But his boots struck 
the crossbeam, and they were saved.

Now, as Mario again stretched 
his body across the void, Rassie 
watched in horror. How could he 

HIS ARMS 
TREMBLED AND 
HIS SHREDDED 
PALMS BURNED 
AS THOUGH HE 
WERE HOLDING 

HOT COALS
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risk Mario’s life, and his own, by 
loading his 90 kilograms upon his 
friend’s exhausted body? Even with 
men reaching for him, it seemed 
impossible.

But then Rassie read the look of to-
tal certainty in Mario’s eyes. He took 
three brisk steps along Mario’s taut 
body. A score of hands reached out 
to seize him and he was over.

‘SOME TROUBLE’
There were cheers and tears as Mario 
was helped up. Shaking, he poured a 
cup of tea from his Thermos for Ras-
sie, who was slumped against a wall. 
Then he phoned the surface: “We’re 
all safe.” It was 10pm.

Minutes later, a group of mine 
managers and engineers arrived in 
another cage. One grabbed Mario’s 
hand for a heart y shake. Mario 
w inced in agony. W hen he had 

punched through the alarm-box 
glass, he’d cracked a bone in his 
hand.

It was after midnight when Mario 
climbed into bed beside Connie, 
careful not to wake her. Next morn-
ing, he cuddled his boys. Only when 
Connie saw his raw, puffy hands did 
Mario confess there’d been some 
trouble at the mine.

Six months later, Mario Cockrell 
was awarded the South African min-
ing industry’s highest decoration for 
bravery. But no award speaks louder 
than the story miners tell, of the 
tough, quiet man who saved 20 lives, 
one by one, trip by trip, hand over 
broken hand.  

Fair Play

R D  A U G U S T  1 9 6 0

Found in a fortune cookie at a Chinese restaurant: “You will meet a 
beautiful woman, you will give her money. She is our cashier.”  

Examiner

A pompous executive made a great show of lugging home a heavy 
briefcase each night. One day some junior members of the company 

slipped his telephone directory into his briefcase and 
 sealed the case with tape.  

It was two weeks later when the executive let out an anguished cry: 
“Somebody has swiped my telephone book!”

neil morgan in San Diego Tribune

THIS ARTICLE HAS BEEN RECORDED 

AS AN RD TALKS FOR YOUR LISTENING 

PLEASURE. TO LISTEN, GO TO WWW.RDASIA.

COM/PODCASTS
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BY Winston S. Churchill,  

C O N D E N S E D  F R O M  A M I D  T H E S E  S T O R M S

Painting provided Winston Churchill  
with mental stimulation and took him on a  

visual voyage of discovery
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For to be really happy and to avoid 
worr y and mental overstrain we 
ought to have hobbies, and they must 
all be real. Best of all, and easiest to 
take up, are sketching and painting. 
They came to my rescue late in life, 
at a most trying time. When I left the 
Admiralty at the end of May 1915, I 
still remained a member of the Cab-
inet and of the War Council. In this 
position I knew everything and could 
do nothing; I had vehement convic-
tions and no power to give effect to 
them; I had enforced leisure at a mo-
ment when every fibre of my being 
was inflamed to action.

And then it was, one Sunday in 
the country, that the children’s paint 
box came to my aid. My first experi-
ments with their toy water colours led 
me to secure, next morning, a com-
plete outfit for painting in oils. The 
next step was to begin. The palette 
gleamed with beads of colour; fair 
and white rose the canvas; the empty 
brush hung poised, heavy with des-
tiny, irresolute in the air. 

Very gingerly I mixed a little blue 
paint with a very small brush, and 
then with infinite precaution made 

a mark about as big as a small bean 
upon t he af f ronted snow-white 
shield. At that moment a motor car 
was heard on the drive and from it 
stepped none other than the gifted 
wife of Sir John Lavery, the distin-
guished portrait painter.

“Painting! But what are you hesi-
tating about? Let me have a brush, a 
big one.” Splash into the turpentine, 
wallop into the blue and white, fran-
tic flourish on my palette, and then 
several large, fierce strokes of blue on 
the absolutely cowering canvas. The 
spell was broken. My sickly inhibitions 
rolled away. I seized the largest brush 
and fell upon my victim with Berserk 
fury. I have never felt any awe of a 
canvas since.

This beginning with Audacity is a 
very great part of the art of painting. 
We must not be too ambitious. We 
cannot aspire to masterpieces. We 
may content ourselves with a joy ride 
in a paint box. And for this, Audacity 
is the only ticket.

I write no word in disparagement 
of water colours. But there is really 
nothing like oils. First of all, you can 
correct mistakes more easily. One 

T o have reached the age of 40 without ever handling 
a brush, to have regarded the painting of pictures 
as a mystery, and then suddenly to find oneself 
plunged in the middle of a new interest with 
paints and palettes and canvases, and not to be 

discouraged by results, is an astonishing and enriching 
experience. I hope it may be shared by others. 
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sweep of the palette-knife ‘lifts’ the 
blood and tears of a morning from 
the canvas; the canvas is all the bet-
ter for past impressions. Secondly, 
you can approach your problem from 
any direction, beginning if you will 
with a moderate central arrangement 
of middle tones, and then hurling in 
the extremes when the psychological 
moment comes. Lastly, the pigments 
are so nice to handle. 
You can build them on 
layer after layer if you 
like and can change 
your plan to meet the 
exigencies of time and 
weather.  Matching 
them with what you 
see is fascinating. Try 
it, if you have not done 
so, before you die.

As one slowly begins 
to escape from the dif-
ficulties of choosing 
the right colours and laying them on 
in the right places and in the right 
way, wider considerations come into 
view. One is astonished to find out 
how many things there are in the land-
scape one never noticed before. And 
this is a tremendous new pleasure that 
invests every walk or drive with an 
added object. So many colours on the 
hillside, each different in shadow and 
in sunlight; such brilliant reflections 
in the pool, each a key lower than 
what they repeat; such lovely lights 
gilding or silvering surface or outline. 
I found myself instinctively as I walked 

noting the tint and character of a leaf, 
the dreamy purple shades of moun-
tains, the exquisite lacery of winter 
branches, the dim, pale silhouettes of 
far horizons. And I had lived for over 
40 years without ever noticing any of 
them except in a general way, as one 
might look at a crowd and say, “What 
a lot of people!”

I think this heightened sense of 
observation of Nature 
is one of the chief de-
lights that have come 
to me through trying 
to paint. And if you do 
observe accurately and 
with refinement, and 
if you do record what 
you have seen with 
tolerable correspond-
ence, the result follows 
on the canvas with 
startling obedience.

Then, the art galler-
ies take on a new and – to me at least 
– a severely practical interest. You see 
the difficulty that baffled you yester-
day; and you see how easily it has 
been overcome by a great painter. You 
look at the masterpieces of art with an 
analysing and a comprehending eye.

CHANCE ONE DAY  led me to a  
secluded nook near Marseilles where 
I fell in with two disciples of Cézanne. 
They viewed Nature as a mass of 
shimmering light in which forms and 
surfaces are comparatively unimpor-
tant, indeed hardly visible, but which 

THIS 
HEIGHTENED 

SENSE OF 
OBSERVATION 
OF NATURE IS 
ONE OF THE 

CHIEF DELIGHTS
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gleams and glows with beautiful har-
monies and contrasts of colour. I had 
hitherto painted the sea flat, with long, 
smooth stokes of mixed pigment. Now 
I must try to represent it by innumer-
able small separate patches of pure 
colour. Each of these little points of 
colour sets up a strong radiation of 
which the eye is conscious without de-
tecting the cause. Look at the blue of 
the sea. How can you 
depict it? Certainly not 
by any single colour 
that was ever manu-
factured. The only way 
in which that lumi-
nous intensity of blue 
can be simulated is by 
this multitude of tiny 
points of varied colour 
all in true relations to 
the rest of the scheme. 
Difficult? Fascinating!

I was shown a pic-
ture by Cézanne of a blank wall of a 
house, which he had made instinct 
with the most delicate lights and col-
ours. Now I often amuse myself when 
I am looking at a wall or a flat surface 
of any kind by trying to distinguish 
all the different tints which can be 
discerned upon it, and considering 
whether these arise from reflections 
or from natural hue. You would be as-
tonished the first time you tried this 
to see how many and what beautiful 
colours there are even in the most 
commonplace objects.

Obviously, then, armed with a 

paint box, one cannot be bored or left 
at a loose end. How much there is to 
admire and how little time there is to 
see it in! For the first time one begins 
to envy Methuselah.

It is interesting to note the part 
memory plays in painting. When 
Whistler guided a school in Paris he 
made his pupils observe their model 
on the ground floor, and then run up-

stairs and paint their 
picture on the f loor 
above. As t hey be-
came more proficient 
he put their easels up 
a storey higher, t i l l 
at last the élite were 
sca mper i ng up si x 
flights into the attic.

A l l  t h e  g re a t e s t 
landscapes have been 
painted indoors, and 
often long after the 
first impressions were 

gathered. In a dim cellar the Dutch or 
Italian master recreated the gleaming 
ice of a Netherlands carnival or the 
lustrous sunshine of Venice. Here, 
then, is required a formidable mem-
ory of the visual kind. So painting 
may be a very useful exercise for the 
development of a trained, accurate, 
retentive memory.

Again, there is really nothing like 
painting as a spur to travel. Every day 
is provided with its expedition and its 
occupation – cheap, attainable, ab-
sorbing, recuperative. The vain racket 
of the tourist gives place to the calm 

HOW CAN YOU 
DEPICT THE 

SEA? NOT BY 
ANY SINGLE 

COLOUR THAT 
WAS EVER 

MANUFACTURED
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enjoyment of the philosopher. Every 
country you visit has a theme of its 
own and even if you cannot portray it 
as you see it, you know it, you feel it, 
and you admire it forever. But after all, 
if only the sun will shine, one does not 
need to go beyond one’s own country. 
The amateur painter wanders and loi-
ters contentedly from place to place, 
always on the lookout for some bright 
butterfly of a picture which can be 
caught and carried safely home.

PAINTING IS COMPLETE as a distrac-
tion. I know of nothing which, with-
out exhausting the body, more entirely 
absorbs the mind. Whatever the wor-
ries of the hour or the threats of the 
future, once the picture has begun 
to flow there is no room for them in 
the mental screen. They pass out into 
shadow and darkness. All one’s men-
tal light becomes concentrated on the 
task. When I have stood up on parade, 
or even, I regret to say, in church, for 
half an hour at a time, I have always 
felt that the erect position is not natu-
ral to man and is only with fatigue and 
difficulty maintained. But no one who 
is fond of painting finds the slightest 
inconvenience in standing to paint for 
three or four hours at a stretch.

Buy a paint box and have a try. It 
would be a sad pity to shuffle along 
through one’s playtime with golf and 
bridge, when all the while, if you only 
knew, there is waiting for you close at 
hand the wonderful new world of 
thought and craft, a sunlit garden 
gleaming with colour. Inexpensive 
independence, new mental food and 
exercise, an added interest in every 
idle hour, an unceasing voyage of en-
trancing discovery – these are high 
prizes. I hope they may be yours. 

CONDENSED FROM AMID THESE STORMS: 
THOUGHTS AND ADVENTURES. © WINSTON 
CHURCHILL. C. SCRIBNER’S SONS, 1932

Update: Almost certainly Britain’s 
most famous prime minister, Winston 
Churchill (1874–1965) was renowned 
for his powerful speeches but is best 
remembered for leading Great Britain 
through World War II. Churchill 
continued his hobby into old age, 
painting over 500 pictures of subjects 
such as his goldfish pond at Chartwell 
and the landscapes and buildings 
of Marrakesh. He gave away many 
of his works he modestly described 
as “daubs”. In 2021, Tower of the 
Koutoubia Mosque sold at Christie’s 
for US$11.5 million.

Pert And Pertinent 

R D  J A N U A R Y  1 9 5 3

Nothing’s more responsible for the good old days  
than a bad memory. franklin p. jones in Your Life
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THE BEST MEDICINE
OCTOBER 1975
◆ A pre-season bather who found 
the ocean intolerably chilly stopped 
at a beachside cafe for hot coffee. 
“Cream? Sugar?” asked the waitress.

“It doesn’t matter,” shuddered  
the bather. “I’m going to pour it on 
my feet.” NICK MORGAN

◆ The salesman mentioned that  
he had got three orders so far that 
day: “Get out. Stay out. And don’t 
come back.” CHARLES CARDEN

◆ A reporter asked the centenarian 
the inevitable question: “To what do 
you attribute your long life?”

“Not sure yet,” the old-timer 
replied. “I’m still negotiating with 
a mattress company and two 
breakfast-food firms.”  M.M.

◆ Teenage girl to friend: “It was so 
strange the way we met – we were 
introduced.” MELISSE

◆ I ran into a former neighbour and 
asked how our old mutual landlord 
was doing. “He’s letting me have my 
flat done in any colour of my choice – 
but I have to pay for the crayons.”

ROBERT SYLVESTER

◆ A car manufacturing tycoon 
received a phone call. “Was it your 
company that announced recently in 
the paper that you put together a car 
in seven minutes?” the caller asked.

“Yes sir, it was,” the executive 
answered proudly.

“Well,” the caller said, “I’d like to 
let you know that I’ve got that car.”
 ROTARIAN

◆ A millionaire, making a night 
landing on his private air strip, said, 
“I hope Junior hasn’t left his 707 on 
the runway again.” L .J.H.

MARCH 1982
◆ A couple took their three-month-
old son to the movies with them. On 
the way in, the usherette said they’d 
have to leave if the baby cried. “But 
we’ll refund your money,” she added.

After watching the movie for half an 
hour, the husband turned to his wife. 
“Well, what do you think?” he asked.

“It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen!”
“Me too,” he agreed. “Wake little 

Ritchie.” DICK NIEHOFF

◆ In Paris, a group of American 
tourists entered a large cathedral. 

LAUGHTER
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Laughter

Seeing a wedding in progress, 
one of the tourists whispered to 
a Frenchman nearby, “Who’s the 
groom?” The Frenchman shrugged 
and said, “Je ne sais pas.”

As the group continued through 
the cathedral, they came upon 
a funeral service. The American 
whispered to another Frenchman, 
“Who died?” 

The man replied, “Je ne sais pas.”
“Wow,” the American said, “He 

didn’t last long, did he?” LEO AIKMAN

◆ Two women were chatting. “I was 
talking to Jean the other day about 
holiday plans,” said the first. “She 
tells me that you aren’t going to 
London this summer after all.”

“No,” the other woman replied. 
“That was last year. This year we aren’t 
going to Rome.” CHARLES WADSWORTH

◆ A woman wished to have her 
portrait painted, and her husband 
engaged the best artist he could find. 
During one of the sittings the wife 
made a rather unusual request. She 
asked the artist to paint in a diamond 
necklace, earrings and tiara, even 
though she wore no jewellery. The 
artist obliged but was puzzled. 

“Why did we add the gems?” he 
asked, as they surveyed the finished 
product.

Said the wife, “It’s in case I should 
die before my husband. I just know 
he’d remarry right away. Let his new 
wife look for the jewels!”

MAE MORRISON

◆ A tourist asked a farmer if it were 
possible to catch the three o’clock 
train by taking a short-cut through 
the fields.

 “Sure,” said the farmer. “And if the 
bull sees you, you might even catch 
the two o’clock express.” A SHILD BARTH

◆ A woman, lunching with her 
friends, listened to descriptions of 
elaborate alarm systems, links with 
police stations, guard dogs and 
whatnot that her friends had turned 
to as protection against burglars. 
Asked what steps she had taken, she 
pointed out that she has five small 
children. “If a burglar came into 
my bedroom,” she said wearily, “I’d 
probably get up, take him by the 
hand and lead him to the toilet.”
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BY Janet Graham

The world was shocked when the statue Pietà 
by Michelangelo was mutilated by a man 

wielding a hammer. But ten months  
of ingenious and delicate work  

made it whole again

HOW THEY SAVED 
THE PIETÀ
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Suddenly there was uproar as a man 
carrying a small hammer leaped over 
the altar rail and inflicted 15 shattering 
blows on the statue before a fireman 
was able to overpower him. Police 
later identified the mentally disturbed 
man as Laszlo Toth, a 34-year-old Aus-
tralian geologist, a woman-hater who 
was convinced that God had ordered 
him to “kill” the Madonna.

In the Pietà chapel, the spectacle 
was horrifying: her left arm was sev-
ered at the elbow and wrist, and the 
fingers of the hand shattered; the tip 
of her nose had been smashed off; 
her veil and left cheek were scarred 
in several places; one eyelid was hid-
eously damaged. Some 50 large mar-
ble fragments lay on the f loor, plus 
150 smaller ones and a multitude of 
powder granules.

A WAV E OF DISBELIEF swept the 
world. Sy mpat hy, adv ice, even 
money, poured into the Vatican 

– from Christians, Jews and Muslims, 
communists and atheists. Art experts 
wrote from the four corners of the 
world, but so did schoolchildren and 
marble craftsmen, often expressing 
a deeply personal sense of sorrow. 
Rome was more like a city which 
had suffered some immense natural 
disaster. “Perfect restoration will be 
impossible,” mourned the newspaper 
Il Tempo.

But the Vatican’s Museums Di-
rector, Brazilian-born Dr Deoclecio 
Redig de Campos, knew better. Care-
fully, he assembled a team of seven 
scientists and restorers under the su-
pervision of soft-spoken, bespecta-
cled Dr Vittorio Federici, director of 
the museums’ scientific research lab-
oratory. For ten months nearly all of 
Federici’s conscious thoughts would 
be absorbed by the task of repairing 
this unique work.

Immediately after Toth’s arrest, 
the Sampietrini, the caretakers of 

I t was the morning of May 21, 1972, in St Peter’s 
Basilica in Rome. As always, worshippers and tourists 
crowded before the first chapel on the right and gazed 
at Michelangelo’s Pietà. For nearly 500 years this 
marble statue of Mary holding the dead Christ has been 

an object of intense devotion, and also prized as an artistic 
masterpiece. Generations have marvelled at its exquisite 
translucent finish, the delicate moulding of Christ’s body, the 
tender resignation of the Madonna’s upturned left palm, the 
beauty of her sorrowing youthful face.
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St Peter’s, gathered up the precious 
marble chips from every cranny of 
the Pietà chapel. Fortunately, a plas-
ter cast of the statue had been made 
in 1934 for display in the Sacristy. 
Now, while the actual statue re-
mained in the chapel surrounded by 
a wooden partition, the plaster cast 
could be studied close-up for the de-
tails broken off and missing from the 
original.

From May to Octo-
ber 1972, the restorers 
worked in the labora-
tor y of the Vatican 
Museums behind St 
Peter’s. The first days 
were spent sor t ing 
and labelling the 200-
odd fragments which 
had been found. (One 
narrow section of the 
veil, less than 20 cen-
t imet res long, was 
in 13 pieces.) This painstaking work 
was entrusted to Ulderico Grispigni, 
a skilled marble cutter and specialist 
in plaster casts, and Francesco Dati, 
an expert restorer of ancient bronzes 
and pottery.

ONE DAY, after all the existing pieces 
had been identified, an envelope 
arrived from America containing 
a one-centimetre-square marble 
chip. A tourist had picked it up im-
mediately after the attack and now, 
reading accounts of the restoration 
work, had realised the souvenir’s true 

value. Later, a Roman hospital worker 
brought in another piece. Still there 
remained missing fragments: two 
gaps in the left nostril, several in the 
drapery over the arm, and a piece of 
the left eyelid.

To replace them, Federici and bio-
chemist Dr Nazzareno Gabrielli set 
out to find a material which would 
reproduce exactly the colour, trans-

pa renc y a nd ha rd-
ness of the original 
marble, and which in 
setting would assume 
the exact shape of an 
intricate mould. Even-
tually they decided on 
a mixture of polyester 
resin blended w it h 
finely powdered Carr-
ara marble taken from 
ancient fragments in 
the Vatican’s work-
shops. It answered the 

basic requirements and possessed 
an additional advantage which Dr 
Redig de Campos considered essen-
tial: when photographed under a spe-
cial ultraviolet light, the composite 
showed up f luorescent white while 
the original material appeared blue. 
Thus the integrity of the masterpiece 
would be preserved by enabling fu-
ture art scholars to identify the re-
stored sections.

Re-creat ing t he missing f rag-
ments was the job of deft-fingered 
Giuseppe Morresi, who constructs 
model shops as a hobby. Using soft 
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DAYS WERE 

SPENT 
SORTING AND 

LABELLING 
200-ODD 

FRAGMENTS
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pink dental clay, he made one im-
pression of the plaster cast of the 
Pietà and another of the correspond-
ing section of the damaged statue. 
Then he f itted these two moulds 
together, and with a hypodermic 
syringe injected between them the 
semi-liquid mixture of marble pow-
der – separately colour-matched for 
each fragment – and polyester. A 
perfect replacement 
piece resu lted. To 
glue t he fragments 
back in place, Gabri-
elli concocted a syn-
thetic resin as hard as 
marble yet easily dis-
soluble in acetone, so 
that mistakes could 
be corrected.

ON E PROBL E M  re-
m a i ne d t r a g ic a l l y 
unsolved. The trans-
lucent sheen of the marble, one 
of the outstanding features of the 
Pietà, bore ugly blue-black stains 
caused by the greasy coating of 
Toth’s newly purchased hammer. 
With a weapon identical to the one 
Toth had used, Grispigni and Dati 
reproduced the marks on samples of 
marble, then tried to clean them. But 
marble is very porous and efforts to 
remove the stains with solvents only 
spread them. 

One day, in a flash of inspiration, 
Francesco Dati applied a piece of Cel-
lophane tape to a sample of stained 

marble. When he removed the tape, 
a little of the mark lifted away, too, 
and repeated applications cleaned 
the stain completely. Simple as it 
seemed, it was a major breakthrough, 
and the group was overjoyed.

For more than four months, the 
team had worked long hours in the 
laboratory. As Gabrielli put it later, 
“We felt just as though we were at 

the bedside of a hu-
man being who was 
very ill, and whom we 
loved dearly.” 

E x periments and 
analyses complete, 
it was t ime to start 
work on t he actual 
statue. On October 7 
the restoration team 
set up shop in the Pi-
età chapel. On trestle 
tables they arranged 
pincers, spatulas and 

dentist’s drills, moulds, mortars and 
microscopes, until the place took on 
the appearance of a surgical clinic.

The first task was to remove the 
stains. Dati confidently applied tape 
to one of the marks on the Madon-
na’s face – but to his consternation 
the blotch remained as black as be-
fore. After anguished discussion, the 
men surmised that the statue might 
be slightly damp. For a nerve-rack-
ing 15 minutes they heated the mar-
ble with an infra-red lamp; then Dati 
tried the tape again. This time, half 
the stain came off at the first pull.

“WE FELT JUST 
AS THOUGH WE 
WERE AT THE 
BEDSIDE OF 

A HUMAN 
BEING WHO 

WAS VERY ILL”
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LIKE ALL MAJOR STEPS in the res-
toration, this tense incident was re-
corded for the Vatican archives by 
Antonio Solazzi, a government ar-
chaeological photographer. With the 
precision of a navigator, he had set up 
scaffolding at 16 fixed points in the 
chapel so that the Madonna could be 
photographed from every angle, be-
fore, during and after each phase of 
the operation. Enlargements of some 
of his photographs proved invaluable 
to the team, showing up details too 
fine for the naked eye.

Stains removed, the team started 
repairs on some of the less noticea-
ble points of damage, like the dra-
pery on the sleeve and veil, gaining 
needed experience before working 
on the face. It was not until Novem-
ber 13 that they felt confident enough 
to restore the eyelid, which was of 
utmost importance in preserving 
the Madonna’s tender expression. As 
they watched tensely, Morresi glued 
his laboratory-made fragment into 
place and arranged wooden supports 
to hold it while it dried. All seemed 
well until Solazzi’s magnified photo-
graph of the repair revealed a minute 
shadow not present in the original. 
The pressure of the supports had flat-
tened the mould fractionally.

Morresi promptly made a substi-
tute and this time held it in place 
with tape. The second attempt was 
marvellously successful; so was the 
replacement of the two tiny frag-
ments missing from the left nostril. 

Day by day the Madonna regained 
her sweetness of expression.

Now only the broken-off forearm 
remained to be dealt with. The plan 
was to attach this five-kilo piece to 
the statue’s upper arm with an an-
gled steel rod, inserted through the 
entire length of the limb and glued 
in place. But to get the resin adhesive 
to flow upward inside the marble to 
the shoulder required ingenuity. The 
technique evolved: first, drill a hole 
lengthwise in both the upper arm and 
the lower arm. Next, put in the rod, 
grooved to carry a two-millimetre 
plastic tube, and glue the arm pieces 
together at the elbow. Finally, at the 
waist, attach the thin plastic tubing 
to a vacuum pump and switch it on. 
From the uppermost tip of the tubing, 
then, the vacuum would suck the ad-
hesive up all round the rod, bonding 
marble and steel firmly together.

To test the new process, Federici 
and his colleagues first experimented 
on a transparent plexiglass model of 
the arm. Delightedly, they watched 
as the viscous yellow liquid f lowed 
up round the threaded rod, to fill the 
air space. It took three minutes. The 
system seemed to work.

Gently, Grispigni fixed the rod into 
the upper and lower arms. The two 
parts, ends coated with glue, were 
f itted together and immobilised 
with props. The vacuum pump was 
switched on. Adhesive was sucked to 
the top of the cavity; an hour later it 
had hardened.
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Next day glue was f lowed into a 
cavity drilled in the hand – its shat-
tered fingers already repaired in the 
laboratory – and then the hand was 
slipped on to the steel rod protrud-
ing from the wrist. More supports 
held this final piece in place. At last, 
on the third day, with great cau-
tion, all props were removed. Would 
everything hold? It did. An audible 
sigh of relief went round the chapel; 
the surgery had been successful.

Finally, the marble was washed 
with distilled water, restoring its 
gleaming translucency. Save for one 
hammer-scar at the back of the veil, 
purposely left as evidence of the at-
tack, the Pietà was again perfect.

On March 25, 1973, the Pietà was 
once more revealed to visitors. It is a 
tragic irony that we now have to 
view the serene face of the Madonna 
through a bullet-proof glass screen, 
for the age we live in is one of vio-
lence. Yet it is also an age where a 
few peaceful men, work ing with 

painstaking devotion and the skilled 
techniques of modern science, can 
restore lost beauty to the world. 

Update: Laszlo Toth was never 
charged with a criminal offence. 
In January 1973, a Rome court 
ordered him to be confined to a 
psychiatric hospital for at least two 
years. In February 1975, he was 
released and sent back to Australia, 
where he was not detained by the 
authorities. There is no certainty 
about his subsequent days, with 
some reports saying he lived a 
hermit-like existence in a remote 
part of New South Wales.  
Toth died in 2012. 

Today an estimated ten million 
people a year visit St Peter’s 
Basilica. The Pietà is the only 
piece Michaelangelo ever signed. 
During its restoration after the 
attack, workers discovered a secret 
signature. Hidden in the folds of 
Mary’s left palm was a subtle ‘M’.

How’s That Again?
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Sign in a supermarket: ‘Aunt & Roach Killer. $I.29.’ 
contributed by kathy guthmuller

Announcement in a community bulletin: ‘Peacemaking meeting 
scheduled for today cancelled due to a con flict.’  

south salem bulle tin

Letter to the editor: “I would like to thank the ambulance team for 
their support and care during my recent demise.” post falls tribune



DECEMBER 1939
◆ Child’s definition: an adult is  
one who has stopped growing 
except in the middle.
◆ It’s not how old you are but how 
you are old.                      MARIE DRESSLER

◆ Some men grow under 
responsibility, others only swell.
◆ Our barber looked at a 
young man’s sleek hair and  
asked if he wanted it cut, or just  
the oil changed.
◆ Our doctor calls them his 
‘Impatients.’ WALTER WINCHELL

◆ Why is it that they always speak 
of a doctor ‘practising’?

HERBERT SPENCER

◆ If you think politics is easy, try 
standing on a fence while keeping 
one ear to the ground.                   JUDGE

◆ An old saying: fish and visitors 
spoil after the third day.

JUNE 1964
◆ Fashion’s new wider and  
deeper neckline has been tagged 
‘The Open Dior’.

QUOTED BY ELIZ ABETH CL ARKSON ZWART 

IN DES MOINES TRIBUNE

◆ The difference between an itch 
and an allergy is about $25.

 ROGER ALLEN IN GR AND R APIDS PRESS

◆ It may be possible to bypass all of 
America when the federal highway 
system is completed. 

KENNY BENNET T  

IN THE WALL STREE T JOURNAL

◆ June is a girl’s idea of the perfect 
end to a marry chase.

DAN BENNET T

◆ Remember way back when a 
capsule travelled inside a man? 

CHANGING TIMES,  

THE KIPLINGER MAG A ZINE

QUIPS AND ONE-LINERS

Don’t question  
your wife’s 

judgement – look 
whom she married.

DENVER POST

PATTER

Nothing makes a toy 
more educational for a 
child than having his 

father trip over it.
FR ANKLIN P. JONES IN THE 

SATURDAY EVENING POST
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BY Valerie Grove

When a pup call Pongo bounced 
into the playwright’s life, she 

couldn’t know this would be the 
starting point for a Disney classic

DODIE’S
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Dodie’s nervousness increased 
when she saw that instead of her 
young couple, Mr and Mrs Dearly, 
setting up home with their dogs 
Pongo and Missis Pongo, Disney had 
created a pipe-smoking, song-writ-
ing bachelor looking for a wife. But 
at least he lived in Regent’s Park, 
the very specific setting for the book 
and Dodie’s favourite place in Lon-
don. And his dog was called Pongo 
– the name of her own beloved first 
Dalmatian.

As the film progressed, she began 
to relax. The beautifully drawn pup-
pies were as adorable and unruly as 
they were in life. The characters of 
the network of Home Counties dogs 
linked by their “Twilight Barking” 
telegraph were just as she had de-
vised them. The Suffolk countryside, 
where Pongo and his mate Perdita 
search for their lost pups, was drawn 
with admirable accuracy.

Dominating the scenes was the 
terrifying villainess Cruella da Vil, 
determined to kidnap the puppies to 

make fur coats. The puppies’ escape 
and their suspense-filled trip back 
home to Regent’s Park provided a 
happy, heart-warming ending. Would 
it be a success? Dodie’s career badly 
needed a boost, but the story meant 
much more to her than that.

DA LM ATI A NS had been a part of 
Dodie Smith’s life ever since May 
3, 1934, her 38th birthday. She was 
breakfasting in bed in her Dorset 
Square f lat, elegantly furnished in 
ultra-contemporary black-and-white 
style, when her fiancé Alec Beesley 
and her best friend, actress Phyllis 
Morris, conspiratorially entered her 
room. On the bed they put a hatbox. 
It wriggled, the lid fell open, and out 
fell a Dalmatian puppy.

Dodie’s reaction was less than ec-
static. True, she had loved dogs since 
her childhood, when she had been 
obsessively fond of animals. Now, 
after an unsuccessful struggle to 
be an actress and a job at a London 
furnishing shop (where she had met 

A uthor Dodie Smith sat down nervously in the 
London cinema. It was Christmas 1960, and 
this was a special preview of Walt Disney’s 
animated film, 101 Dalmatians. What would 
Disney’s artists have made of her distinctively 

English story, The Hundred and One Dalmatians, written 
for English children, about dogs in England? From her time 
screenwriting in Hollywood, she knew how stories were 
adjusted in translation to the big screen.
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Alec), she was at the peak of her fame 
as a playwright, four years after her 
first big success, Autumn Crocus. A 
strong-featured brunette, just 1.52 
metres tall, she always dressed up for 
her first nights, sometimes in a white 
satin gown with a black velvet bolero 
and white camellias, when she would 
joke that all she needed to complete 
the picture was a Dalmatian.

But she wanted to 
choose one for her-
self, preferably a tiny 
puppy that had not 
yet got its spots, not 
this lolloping creature 
with enormous paws. 
Besides, she was re-
hea rsing her t hird 
play, Touch Wood , 
a nd cou ld n’t cope 
with house-training 
a puppy. She sent 
Pongo, as she named 
him, back to his kennels until after 
her play opened to rapturous reviews. 
The next day, she was photographed 
with Pongo in her f lat. Newspaper 
reviews said the play was the work 
of “one of our most successful play-
wrights”, but Dodie herself captioned 
the pictures “Portrait of a Happy 
Woman”. Even Pongo, with his Dal-
matian ‘smile’, seemed to know that 
now he would be loved for life.

SOON PONG O WA S M UCH MOR E 
than a photogenic asset. She became 
devoted to him, putting his comfort 

first. When she and Alec, now her 
assistant and business manager, 
bought an open-topped Rolls-Royce, 
it had a glass partition so that Pongo 
could sit in warmth inside.

As Britain mobilised for war in early 
1939, Dodie’s best-known play, Dear 
Octopus, was filling the Queen’s The-
atre every night. But the author turned 
her back on success – she was then 

earning £12,000 a year 
– to sail for America, 
and exile. Alec was a 
conscientious objec-
tor and out of loyalty 
to him she agreed to 
leave the country, al-
though she always re-
gretted it. Of course, 
they took Pongo with 
them. As they drove 
r o u n d  C a l i f o r n i a , 
Pongo and the Rolls al-
ways gathered crowds.

But Pongo did not survive long in 
America. Dodie sat by him during 
his last days, prostate with grief. Af-
ter his death, at the age of only seven, 
she soon decided that, to avoid being 
obsessed by one dog, they should get 
another – or, better still, two. They 
chose a young liver-spotted male, 
always known as Bizz, and a black-
and-white female they named Folly.

In mid-1943 Dodie and Alec, who 
had married but never had children, 
decided to mate Buzz and Folly. Told 
to expect a litter of up to ten, they 
watched with concern as Folly gave 

PONGO, WITH 
HIS DALMATIAN 
‘SMILE’, SEEMED 
TO KNOW THAT 
NOW HE WOULD 

BE LOVED  
FOR LIFE
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birth ... ten, 11, 12. The 13th puppy 
was born seemingly lifeless. Alex 
wrapped it in a towel and gently 
rubbed it until it gave a little gasp and 
moved its tiny limbs. “I felt like God,” 
Alec always said, when telling the 
story. This puppy became the Cadpig 
of Dodie’s book.

The final tally was 15 puppies. 
Homes were found for 14 of them, but 
they kept their favour-
ite, Dandy. Their three 
dogs beca me t heir 
Da l mat ia n fa m i ly, 
sleeping on pillows 
beside their beds. The 
Dalmatians also be-
came an obstacle to 
returning to England. 
How could they sub-
ject their beloved an-
imals to quarantine?

But finally they did 
return. The war was 
over, and Dodie had never stopped 
missing England. The dramatisa-
tion of her novel I Capture the Cas-
tle was soon to be put on in London, 
and the Beesley entourage arrived at 
Southampton in October 1953. Usu-
ally heavily involved in casting and  
direction, Dodie was more concerned 
with visiting the dogs in quarantine, 
paying for extra meat and heated 
kennels.

At last, in April 1954, Dogs’ Free-
dom Day dawned. They took the dogs 
back to their whitewashed, thatched 
cottage in the village of Finchingfield, 

Essex, vowing to never again leave 
them for more than a few hours. 

Their joy at being back in England 
was clouded by Dodie’s lack of suc-
cess – critical and financial. In the 
era of the kitchen-sink drama, with 
John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger 
about to flourish, her drawing-room 
comedies were cruelly out of fash-
ion: I Capture the Castle ran for only 

six weeks. She’d writ-
ten three plays that 
hadn’t found favour 
with a producer. So it 
was in a spirit of re-
bellion that at Christ-
mas 1954 – having just 
bought an Enid Blyton 
book for a neighbour’s 
child – she began to 
wonder if she might 
herself write for chil-
dren. And what better 
subjects than her dar-

ling Dalmatians? She remembered 
the seed of a story about a wicked 
woman who steals Dalmatian pup-
pies for her fur farm, sown 20 years 
earlier when a friend remarked on 
first seeing Pongo: “He’d make a nice 
fur coat.” That December night, she 
sat up until 3am by candlelight, and 
let the plot of The Hundred and One 
Dalmatians unfold.

In seven weeks she had completed 
the first draft of her tale of Pongo, 
a canine Sherlock Holmes, and his 
quest for the puppies stolen by the 
evil Cruella and incarcerated in a 

THE FILM BROKE 
BOX-OFFICE 

RECORDS AND 
BECAME ONE  
OF DISNEY’S 
GREATEST 

EPICS
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forbidding mansion call Hell Hall. 
She never thought she could write “a 
little book about dogs”, but in the end 
it wasn’t difficult; those dogs and the 
countryside through which they trav-
elled were all so dear to her.

HER PUBLISHER, HEINEMANN, en-
gaged twin artists Anne and Janet 
Grahame-Johnstone to illustrate the 
book. They drove to Essex to observe 
Dodie’s three Dalmatians, capturing 
the breed’s athleticism and graceful, 
horse-like gait in brilliant drawings. 
Ever a perfectionist, Dodie insisted 
that the cottages, farms and villages in 
the background also had to look right.

The book, which appeared at Christ-
mas 1956, was an instant success. 
Then came a dramatic development: 
the Walt Disney organisation offered 
$42,000 for the film rights. The film 
cost $5.8 million to make – 300 artists 
toiled for three years on the meticu-
lous drawings. During this time Walt 
Disney himself visited Dodie. He de-
scribed how his people had feared 
that the scene in which the starving 
puppies are suckled by some kindly 
cows might cause offence, but he had 
insisted on keeping it.

The film broke box-office records 
and became one of Disney’s great-
est animated epics, filling cinemas 
whenever it was revived. Pongo lives 
on in millions of toys marketed by 
Disney, and Dodie’s book has be-
come a classic loved by every new 
generation of children.

The only thing Dodie lacked now 
was her own Dalmatian. Dandy had 
died in 1955 and been buried beside 
his parents in the garden. Each dog’s 
death caused Dodie agonies. Dalma-
tians were, after all, the nearest thing 
to motherhood she ever experienced. 
After six years, unable to bear the 
pangs every time they passed the 
corner where the dog-baskets had 
been, she and Alec acquired another 
Dalmatian. They called him Disney, 
after Walt, whose film had restored 
Dodie’s reputation and ensured an 
income for the rest of her life.

Though Dodie felt a little wistful, in 
later years, that the film had eclipsed 
her earlier fame as a playwright and 
novelist, she consoled herself that she 
did not really mind being immortal-
ised by her favourite breed of dog. 
As she said, no human being apart 
from her husband had ever meant 
as much to her as her dogs. “As one 
grows older, one tires of many things 
and people. But one will never be too 
old for dogs.”

In the last years of her life, there 
were two more Dalmatians. The last 
one, Charley, was an unusually vi-
cious, teeth-bearing character who 
stole food, bit people and could knock 
Dodie over with ease. But towards 
the end, when the widowed Dodie, 
frail and bedridden, was alone in her 
cottage, he would guard her bedside. 
When she was taken into a nursing 
home a few months before her death 
age 94 in 1990, Charley – having 
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Author-psychologist wants secretary, university graduate who has 
majored in any subject but psychology. The New York Times 

Free Persian-style home accessories in black fur or smart grey 
stripes. Perfect hearth decorations! Male and female models come 

equipped with automatic purr and built-in washing attachment.

Golf clubs – must sell or get divorce. Toronto Telegram

In a death notice: The deceased had requested that there be no 
flowers (due to her allergies). Elmira StarGazette

The University Symphony Orchestra will have its first rehearsal 
Wednesday in Crouse Auditorium. Louis Krasner, conductor, will 

be available for consolation from 6.30 on. The Syracuse University Orange
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bitten the postman in a final gesture 
– died of a broken heart and was bur-
ied with the other Dalmatians.

DODIE WOULD HAVE BEEN both de-
lighted and amused that the Disney 
organisation is now filming a ‘live’ ver-
sion of 101 Dalmatians at Shepperton 
Studios, using more than 200 real Dal-
matian puppies and with Glenn Close 
as Cruella. 

She might have been amused, too, 
to know that in writing her biogra-
phy I was also afflicted with Dalma-
tian mania. On the dark November 
night when I finished the book, I 
decided that our family lacked that 
essent ia l black-and-white spot-
ted dog. The next day, I drove to 
the nearest breeder and acquired 

an eight-week-old puppy we called 
Beesley, after Dodie’s married name.

Beezle, as he is now known, looks 
uncannily like Pongo. He is full of 
Dalmatian spirit at its best – “a dog 
prepared to love every human being 
on sight”, as Dodie said. To me, he is 
Dodie’s eighth Dalmatian. 

Update: In 2021, Walt Disney 
Pictures released a crime comedy, 
Cruella, starring Emma Stone and 
based on the character of Cruella de 
Vil. It was a box-office success, and a 
sequel is planned.

THIS ARTICLE HAS BEEN RECORDED 

AS AN RD TALKS PODCAST FOR YOUR 

LISTENING PLEASURE. TO LISTEN, GO TO 

WWW.RDASIA.COM/PODCASTS
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BY Ernst Behrendt

WHEN

When the Indonesian volcanic island  
of Krakatoa erupted in 1883, its shock 
waves were felt right around the world

76    january 2022



rdasia.com   77



78    january 2022

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

The great waves the explosion 
caused in the sea reached the shores 
of four continents and were recorded 
8000 miles away. An air wave gen-
erated by the blast travelled clear 
round the world, not once but several 
times. And where had been a moun-
tain half a mile high was now a hole a 
thousand feet deep and miles across. 

Red-hot debris covered an area 
larger than France, to a depth of 
sometimes 100 feet on land. For 
nearly a year afterwards the dust of 
the explosion, blown upwards for 
30 miles, filled the high atmosphere 
over almost the whole globe. Even 
though there were no large towns 
within 100 miles of the volcano, 
36,000 persons lost their lives.

The biggest blast in history was 
caused by nothing more mysterious 
than the old-fashioned force which 
rattles the lid on a tea-kettle. But 
the fire under the kettle was a mile-
long pocket of seething lava and it 
changed a cubic mile of ocean into 
super-heated steam. The lid blew off 
and the kettle exploded as well.

Krakatoa was a volcanic island of 
about 18-square miles in the Sunda 
Strait, in the Dutch East Indies [now 
called Indonesia], between Java and 
Sumatra.

Early in the spring of 1883, there 
were warning signs. Smoke and 
steam poured from recent fissures 
in the rock. A river of lava cut a wide 
swath through the tangled jungle. 
But the Dutch in Java and Sumatra 
were not alarmed. Old Krakatoa had 
puffed and rumbled before. Even 
when the Dutch Captain Ferzenaar 
arrived in Batavia in August with a 
report that two new volcanoes had 
appeared on Krakatoa, the Dutch 
were not impressed. There were 
scores of volcanoes in Indonesia; 
besides, Krakatoa was almost a hun-
dred miles away.

“The ground was so hot it burned 
right through the soles of my boots,” 
Captain Ferzenaar said. Well, if it 
was that warm on Krakatoa the few 
people who lived there would have to 
take to their boats and wait until the 
island cooled off.

T he world is awed by the might of the blasts that 
devastated Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but there 
was an explosion once that was incomparably 
greater. Those atomic bombs flattened two cities, 
yet people a few dozen miles away were oblivious 

of the fact. When the East Indies island of Krakatoa blew 
up, on 27 August 1883, the whole world knew about it. The 
noise was heard 3000 miles [nearly 5000 kilometres] away. 
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Captain Ferzenaar was the last for-
eigner to set foot on Krakatoa before 
the eruption. By this time navigation 
through Sunda Strait was becoming 
difficult. Several skippers turned 
back when they saw the narrows cov-
ered with a foot-thick layer of cinders. 
But the captain of one freighter bat-
tened down the hatches and calmly 
sailed through the hissing sea. His 
cargo – kerosene!

No one after him at-
tempted the passage. 
By now K ra katoa’s 
rumblings had grown 
into a continuous, an-
gry roar heard along 
the entire east coast 
of Java. In Buiten-
zorg, 61 miles from 
K r a k a t o a ,  p e o p l e 
were seek ing shel-
ter from what they 
thought was a gather-
ing thunderstorm.

“I N T H E A F T E R NOON  of 26 Au-
gust,” R.D.M. Verbeck wrote in his 
description of the catastrophe, “the 
low rumbling was interrupted by 
sharp, reverberating detonations. 
They grew louder and more frequent. 
People were terrified. Night came, 
but no one thought of sleeping. To-
wards morning the incessant noise 
was drowning out every other sound. 
Suddenly, shortly before seven, there 
was a tremendous explosion. Build-
ings shook, walls cracked and doors 

f lew open as if pushed by invisible 
hands. Everybody rushed into the 
streets. Another deafening explosion, 
and then everything was quiet as if 
the volcano had ceased to exist.”

The volcano had ceased to exist. 
Seething with the expansion of its 
gases, the white-hot lava found tem-
porary outlets in the two craters seen 
by Ferzenaar, which normally acted 

as safety valves. But 
the pressure became 
too great. Unimagi-
nable energies were 
straining against hun-
dreds of feet of solid 
rock overhead. The 
rock heaved, buckled; 
on the evening of 26 
August it cracked wide 
open like the wall of a 
defective cauldron.

With all the fury of a 
primordial cataclysm, 

a stream of lava burst forth in a deaf-
ening roar. Seconds later the ocean 
rushed into the opening. On contact 
with the hot lava the water changed 
into superheated steam. Colossal 
blocks of granite and obsidian rock-
eted upwards amid a cloud of dust 
and smoke. Again the ocean rushed 
in, battling the pent-up lava, chang-
ing into expanding, exploding super-
heated steam, breaking down barrier 
after barrier of rock.

No one knows how many times 
the white-hot magma pushed back 
the ocean and how often the ocean 

THE CAPTAIN OF 
ONE FREIGHTER 

SAILED 
THROUGH THE 
HISSING SEA. 
HIS CARGO – 
KEROSENE!



80    january 2022

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

returned to the assault. In the end the 
water won. Early in the morning of 27 
August the ocean reached the volcanic 
centre of the island. Even the fury of 
the previous explosions was but a faint 
prelude to the final cataclysm as the 
heart was ripped out of Krakatoa and 
14 cubic miles [60 cubic kilometres] 
of rock streaked upwards into the sky.

The sun was blotted out behind a 
curtain of ebony torn 
by jagged lightning. 
Miles away, Krakatoa’s 
pyrotechnics awed the 
sailors of the British 
ship, Charles Bal, who 
saw the island shoot 
up over the horizon, 
“shaped like a pine 
tree brilliantly illu-
minated by electric 
flashes”. The sea was 
covered with innu-
merable fish, floating 
belly-up on the churning water.

Long afterwards came the noise 
– the loudest ever heard by human 
ears. “The concussions were deaf-
ening,” wrote a Lloyd’s agent in Bat-
avia, a hundred miles away. They 
hammered every ear-drum in Java 
and Sumatra and put fear into the 
hearts of Borneo’s head-hunters. 
People in Victoria Plains, Australia, 
1700 miles to the eastward, were 
startled by what seemed to be artil-
lery fire. The sound waves travelled 
2968 miles westward to Rodriguez 
Island near Madagascar.

WITH THE NOISE, concentric waves 
of air started on their way around the 
globe. A day and a half after the explo-
sion, the first of them hit London from 
the west. Then a second wave rushed 
over the city from the east. Four times 
the east-bound wave swept over Lon-
don – and over Berlin, St Petersburg 
and Valencia as well – and three times 
it swept back. The stratospheric see-

saw continued for 
more than ten days 
before the blast had 
spent its force.

Far more violent 
was the effect of the 
eruption on the sea. 
In Anjer, on the west 
coast of Java, a retired 
sea captain suddenly 
noticed a new island 
which had bobbed 
up in the strait. The 
next moment he was 

running for his life. The island was 
a wall of water, 50 feet high, advanc-
ing across the narrows at incredible 
speed, battering down the wharves, 
engulfing Anjer, racing uphill, smash-
ing everything in its path. The wave 
flung a log at him, and he went down. 
When he regained consciousness he 
was sitting on the top of a tree half a 
mile inland, stripped of every shred 
of clothing but otherwise unharmed. 

He was one of the few who saw the 
wave and lived to describe its fury. An-
jer had vanished. The wave, rising to 
a height of a hundred feet, wiped out 

A WALL  
OF WATER,  

50 FEET  
HIGH, WAS 

ADVANCING AT 
INCREDIBLE 

SPEED
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scores of villages and killed thousands 
of people. On the coast of Sumatra, 
the wave tore the warship Beroun 
from her moorings and drove her, an-
chor dragging, two miles inland, leav-
ing her stranded in the jungle, 30 feet 
above sea level.

The wave raced across the entire 
width of the Indian Ocean. When it 
reached Cape Town, 5100 miles away, 
it was still over a foot high. It rounded 
the Cape of Good Hope, returned 
northward into the Atlantic, along 
the coast of Africa, and at last spent 
itself in the English Channel.

Whole districts of Indonesia were 
buried under ashes; the jungles were 
choked, the rice paddies changed 
into deserts. The sky was so filled 
with ash that for a time lamps were 
needed all day in Batavia.

But what covered the land and the 
sea was only a small part of the vol-
cano. Most of Krakatoa’s solid rock 
had been pulverised and blasted to 
a height of 150,000 feet. Clouds of 
volcanic dust hung suspended in the 
stratosphere for months. Air currents 
carried them across oceans and con-
tinents. All over the world, the rays of 
the sun were filtered through a veil 
spun in the depths of Sunda Strait. In 
Paris, New York, Cairo and London, 
the setting sun appeared blue, leaden, 
green and copper-coloured, and at 
night the Earth was steeped in the 
light of a green moon and green stars.

The phenomenon lasted into the 
spring of 1884; then the colours 

faded, and Krakatoa’s magnificent 
shroud disappeared. The final chap-
ter in its history seemed to be over. 
Krakatoa was utterly dead. Nothing 
was left of it but a few square miles 
of rock buried under a mountain of 
ashes. All plants and insects and 
birds and mammals had been dis-
solved in a fiery cloud.

THEN A MIRACLE HAPPENED – the 
miracle of the rebirth of life. Four 
months after the eruption, a botanist 
found an almost microscopic spider, 
gallantly spinning its web where 
nothing was to be caught. It had ap-
parently drifted in on the wind.

And then after a few years came the 
grasses and shrubs, the worms, ants, 
snakes and birds. They arrived by 
air – seeds dropped by birds on their 
flight over the barren land; small cat-
erpillars carried by the wind; beetles 
and butterf lies winging their way 
over from Java and Sumatra. They 
arrived by water – eggs of worms and 
reptiles f lung ashore with f lotsam; 
snails and scorpions riding waves 
on decayed tree trunks; pythons and 
crocodiles swimming across the nar-
rows. Parasites clung to their bodies. 

Plants and animals came over by 
accident, but there was nothing acci-
dental about the sequence in which 
they established themselves. It was a 
rigid chronological pattern telescop-
ing millennia into months. Some 
forms of life had to be there first so 
that others could live.
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For a while some forms prospered 
through the absence of enemies and 
competitors. Around 1910, Krakatoa 
was overrun by swarms of ants; ten 
years later, when there were plenty of 
birds and reptiles, the ants had all but 
disappeared. 

By 1919 the first small clusters of 
trees had taken root, and by 1924 they 
had grown into a continuous forest. A 
few years later, climbing plants were 
already choking the trees to death 
and transforming the new forest into 
a tropical jungle with orchids, butter-
flies, snakes, numerous birds and bats.

Krakatoa became a naturalist’s par-
adise, and the Dutch made it a nature 
reserve and allowed no one but sci-
entists to set foot on the island. They 
worked out a complete inventory of 
life on Krakatoa. They counted the 
steadily growing number of new ar-
rivals and observed how they lived 
with each other and fought each other. 
They even discovered several sub-spe-
cies – birds and butterflies with pecu-
liar characteristics not to be found 
anywhere else. Krakatoa was not only 
drawing on the forms of life around it; 
it was creating a life of its own.

Then, one day, the scientists dis-
covered another sort of life stirring 
on Krakatoa. The old volcano was 
not dead. Deep down under its rocky 
foundation a pocket of lava was seek-
ing an outlet for its energies. The bot-
tom of the inland sea was heaving and 
buckling again. A submarine cone was 
building up; on 26 January 1928, it 

broke the surface and showed its top, 
a flat, ugly island a few hundred feet 
across, which the waves washed away 
a few days later.

A year passed. Then suddenly a gey-
ser began to spout steam and ashes. 
Sulphurous fumes drifted over the 
ocean. Again the sea was covered with 
dead fish floating belly-up.

The new geyser is still there. It is a 
portion of the ancient crater rim with 
mud deposited on top and a flue in its 
centre – a safety value for the stupen-
dous pressure generated by the lava 
pocket underneath. The locals call the 
new volcano ‘Anak Krakatoa’, the 
‘Child of Krakatoa’. No name could be 
more ominous.  

FROM NATURE MAGAZINE. ©1946, AMERICAN 
NATURE ASSOCIATION

Update: Anak Krakatau’s most recent 
eruptions were on April 10, 2020. 
The first eruption, which lasted one 
minute and 12 seconds, started at 
9.58pm and spewed out a 200-metre-
high column of ash and smoke. A 
second eruption, lasting 38 minutes 
and 4 seconds, came 37 minutes 
later, spewing out a 500-metre-high 
column of ash. But don’t be alarmed – 
volcanologist Jess Phoenix said at the 
time that the 2020 eruptions were a 
perfectly normal occurrence. 
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HUMOUR ON THE JOB

AUGUST 1992
◆ Arriving at my first job as an 
office temp, I sat down at the 
computer terminal and turned it 
on. Fortunately it was menu-driven, 
making it easy for me to use the 
software. The menu gave me three 
choices:

1. Go to Microsoft Word
2. Go to DOS
3. Go to the Bahamas
Admitting the creative humour 

of the programmer. I smiled and, 
curious, chose the third option, the 
Bahamas. The computer screen 
responded: “Don’t you wish!”

JE ANNINE M. FERTIG

◆ As a real-estate agent, I often advise 
my clients how to make their houses 
more marketable. Two weeks after 
suggesting that one client do some 
repairs, I received a call from him. 

“I fixed the leaking roof, replaced 
the gutters and painted inside and 
out,” he told me.

“Good,” I replied. “Are you ready to 
sell your house?”

“No, I’m sorry,” he apologised. 
“Now I have no reason to move.”

JACKIE FOSTER

◆ Members of our strategic-
planning department pride 
themselves on their ability to be 
prepared. One morning the vice 
president called a colleague and me 
to his office and began describing an 
important project.

Opening my portfolio, I was 
embarrassed to discover just one 
piece of blank paper. As the executive 
continued, I scribbled the facts on 
both sides of the paper and then on 
the cardboard of my note pad. My 
colleague passed me a couple of 
sheets of paper, yet she did hardly 
any writing. Later, when I asked her 
why her notations had been so brief, 
she replied, “My pen ran out of ink.”

CORRI HANSEN

◆ At a landscaping business, six 
workers were standing around 
chatting and laughing. A ute was 
reversing towards them in order 
to load some plants, when the 
company’s owner’s car approached. 
The employees immediately sprang 
into action. With serious expressions 
and purposeful gestures, all six of 
them directed the one little vehicle 
back the last three metres.  AL AM KHAN

ALL IN A DAY’S WORK
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◆ When my firm purchased new 
telephones, a summer intern was 
instructed to key in the numbers for 
the automatic-dialling feature on 
each employee’s phone.

I had him enter two numbers for 
my home, one that could be dialled 
through the company-owned phone 
line and the other for direct dial, in 
case the firm’s line was busy.

Shortly after the intern finished, 
I had a visitor from corporate 
headquarters. When he needed a 
phone, I offered him mine. 

“Your personal life is none of my 
business,” the visitor commented 
after making his call. “But you 
should be more discreet.” He 
pointed to the labels on the 
automatic-dialling buttons. They 
read: ‘HOME-1’ and ‘HOME-2’.

CURTIS FAHSHOLZ

◆ My first day on the job at a major 
tea company, the fellow who was 
conducting my orientation asked me 
if I had any questions. “This seems 
like a great place to work,” I said, “but 
there are always drawbacks. What 
are they here?”

“No coffee breaks,” he replied.
FR ANK J. DAVIS SR

◆ I managed an ice-cream stand that 
employed mostly teenagers. They 
were like a second family to me, so it 
was difficult to dismiss one spoiled 
youngster who didn’t carry her share 
of work and was always telling others 
what to do. Her sister applied for the 
vacancy. On the application form, 
she answered the question “Why do 
you want to work here?” by writing: 
“My sister told me she was fired 
because she was bossy. I figured that 
since you and I think so much alike, 
I’d fit right in!”
                                                    DEBOR AH K. SA XION 

◆ As the deadline for a major project 
drew near at our publishing firm, 
both our fax machines were put to 
the test. Secretaries were sending 
and receiving messages and making 
last-minute corrections. One young 
assistant, holding a handful of new 
instructions to be distributed to 
various departments, asked the 
office manager, “Whatever did we do 
before fax machines?” A man of few 
words, the manager replied, “We did 
things on time.”          C. RICHARD COT TONC

A
R

T
O

O
N

: 
P

H
IL

IP
 S

C
H

E
U

E
R

rdasia.com   85



86    january 2022



DECEMBER 1951

blue
beads

IL
L

U
S

T
R

A
T

IO
N

: 
G

E
T

T
Y

 I
M

A
G

E
S

 C
O

M
P

O
S

IT
E

BY Fulton Oursler

The most precious gift to give  
or receive is love

A
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Pete’s shop had come down to him 
from his grandfather. The little front 
window was strewn with a disarray 
of old-fashioned things: bracelets and 
lockets worn a century ago, gold rings 
and silver boxes, images of jade and 
ivory, porcelain figurines.

On this winter’s afternoon a child 
was standing there, her forehead 
against the glass, earnest and enor-
mous eyes studying each discarded 
treasure, as if she were looking for 
something quite special. Finally she 
straightened up with a satisfied air 
and entered the store.

The shadowy interior of Pete Rich-
ards’ establishment was even more 
cluttered than his show window. 
Shelves were stacked with jewel 
caskets, duelling pistols, clocks and 
lamps, and the floor was heaped with 
andirons and mandolins and things 
hard to find a name for.  

Behind the counter stood Pete him-
self, a man not more than 30, but with 
hair already turning grey. There was 
a bleak air about him as he looked at 
the small customer who flattened her 
ungloved hands on the counter.

“Mister,” she began, “would you 
please let me look at that string of 

blue beads in the window?” Pete 
parted the draperies and lifted out 
a necklace. The turquoise stones 
gleamed brightly against the pallor of 
his palm as he spread the ornament 
before her.

“They’re just perfect,” said the 
child, entirely to herself. “Will you 
wrap them up pretty for me, please?”

Pete studied her with a stony air. 
“Are you buying these for someone?”

“They’re for my big sister. She takes 
care of me. You see, this will be the 
first Christmas since mother died. 
I’ve been looking for the most won-
derful present for my sister.”

“How much money do you have?” 
asked Pete warily.

She had been busily untying the 
knots in a handkerchief and now she 
poured out a handful of pennies on 
the counter.

“I empt ied my bank,” she ex-
plained simply.

Pete R icha rd s looked at her 
thoughtfully. Then he carefully drew 
back the necklace. The price tag was 
visible to him but not her. How could 
he tell her? The trusting look of her 
blue eyes smote him like the pain of 
an old wound.

P ete Richards was the loneliest man in town on 
the day Jean Grace opened his door. You may 
have seen something in the newspapers about the 
incident at the time it happened, although neither 
his name nor hers was published, nor was the full 

story told as I tell it here.
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“Just a minute,” he said, and turned 
towards the back of the store. Over 
his shoulder he called, “What’s your 
name?” He was ver y busy about 
something.

“Jean Grace.”
When Pete turned to where Jean 

Grace waited, a package lay in his 
hand, wrapped in scarlet paper and 
tied with a bow of green ribbon. 
“There you are,” he 
said shortly. “Don’t 
lose it on t he way 
home.”

She smiled happily 
at him over her shoul-
der as she ran out of 
the door. Through the 
window he watched 
her go, wh i le des-
olat ion f looded his 
thoughts. 

Somet hing about 
Jean Grace and her 
string of beads had stirred him to 
depths of a grief that would not stay 
buried. The child’s hair was wheat 
yellow, her eyes sea blue, and once 
upon a time, not long before, Pete 
had been in love with a girl with hair 
of that same yellow and eyes just as 
blue. And the turquoise necklace was 
to have been hers.

But there had come a rainy night 
– a truck skidding on a slippery road 
– and the life was crushed out of his 
dream.

Since then Pete Richards had lived 
too much with his grief in solitude. 

He was politely attentive to cus-
tomers, but after business hours his 
world seemed irrevocably empty. He 
was trying to forget in a self-pitying 
haze that deepened day by day.

The blue eyes of Jean Grace jolted 
him into acute remembrance of what 
he had lost. The pain of it made him 
recoil from the exuberance of holiday 
shoppers. 

During the next ten 
days trade was brisk; 
chatter ing women 
swarmed in, fingering 
trinkets, trying to bar-
gain. When the last 
customer had gone, 
late on Christmas Eve, 
he sighed with relief. 
It was over for another 
year. But for Pete Rich-
ards the night was not 
quite over.

The door opened 
and a young woman hurried in. With 
an inexplicable start, he realised that 
she looked familiar, yet he could not 
remember when or where he had 
seen her before. Her hair was golden 
yellow and her large eyes were blue. 
Without speaking, she drew from her 
purse a package loosely unwrapped 
in its red paper, a bow of green ribbon 
with it. Presently the string of blue 
beads lay gleaming again before him.

“Did this come from your shop?” 
she asked. 

Pete raised his eyes to hers and an-
swered softly, “Yes, it did.”

THE TURQUOISE 
STONES 

GLEAMED 
BRIGHTLY 
AGAINST  

THE PALLOR  
OF HIS PALM



90    january 2022

“Are the stones real?”
“Yes. But not the finest quality.”
“Can you remember who it was you 

sold it to?”
“She was a small girl. Her name 

was Jean. She bought them for her 
older sister’s Christmas present.”

“How much are they worth?”
“The price,” he told her solemnly, 

“is always a confidential matter be-
tween the seller and the customer.”

“But Jean has never had more than 
a few pennies of spending money. 
How could she pay for them?”

Pete was folding the gay paper back 
into its creases, rewrapping the little 
package just as neatly as before.

“She paid the biggest price anyone 
can ever pay,” he said. “She gave all 
she had.”

There was a silence then that filled 
the little curio shop. 

In some far-away steeple, a bell be-
gan to ring. The sound of the distant 
chiming, the little package lying on 

the counter, the question in the eyes 
of the girl and the strange feeling of 
renewal struggling unreasonably in 
the heart of the man, all had come to 
be because of the love of a child.

“But why did you do it?”
He held out the gift in his hand.
“It’s already Christmas morning,” 

he said. “And it’s my misfortune that 
I have no one to give anything to. 
Will you let me see you home and 
wish you a Merry Christmas at your 
door?”

A nd so, to t he sound of many 
bells and in the midst of happy peo-
ple, Pete Richards and a girl whose 
name he had yet to learn walked out 
into the beginning of the great day 
that brings hope into the world for 
us all. 
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Quick Quips

R D  A P R I L  1 9 8 8  A N D  R D  D E C E M B E R  1 9 7 0

Son looking at kite with father: “What do you mean run with it? 
Doesn’t it have any batteries?” stewart, king features

Little girl to parents bringing home new baby: “Sure I wanted a 
brother – but I didn’t want him necessarily to live here.” hoest, in parade

Teenager to mother: “Gee whiz, Mum, ‘wanting to make the  
world a better place to live in’ and ‘cleaning up one’s room’  

are two different things.” leo garel, king features
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Towards a More

PICTURESQUE SPEECH

SEPTEMBER 1953
◆ The cicadas buzzing the doorbell 
of autumn.

◆ Wheat fields with crew cuts.
◆ Summer rusting into autumn.

◆ The sunset gift-wrapped the day.
 When she says she has a  
boyish figure, that’s straight from 
the shoulder.
◆ She is blessed with a sympathetic 
disposition, but she wastes it on 
herself.

◆ Our toaster is the kind that 
doesn’t ring a bell when the toast is 
done – it sends up smoke signals.
◆ A man will always pay a fancy 
figure for checking his hat.

JUNE 1964
◆ Golf is a game where the ball  
lies poorly and the player well.

◆ Peering above, probing 
beneath, curling her lashes, 
brushing her teeth, daubing her 
face with every new mixture, the 
teenage daughter’s a bathroom 
fixture.

◆ In maternity shop window:  
“You should have danced all night.”

◆ The contents of a woman’s purse 
prove that she can take it with her.

◆ In a hardware store: “We sell 
window glass (and footballs).”

Direct dialling 
has given us a 
new ailment – 

cauliflower 
finger.

TWISTS AND TURNS OF PHRASE
FROM READERS

By soft-drink 
stand:  

“Thirst come,  
thirst served.”
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BY Myron Stearns 

C O N D E N S E D  F R O M  P O P U L A R  S C I E N C E  M O N T H LY

The story of a young engineer determined  
to develop tubeless tyres, making punctures  

and deflating less likely 

tyres
WITHOUT
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pierced it, making a half-inch metal 
vent. But in general, the risk of sud-
den blow-outs is eliminated.

Efforts to make tyres blow-out-
proof have been going on for years. 
Since the 1930s the Goodyear Tyre 
& Rubber Company has had on sale 
a premium-priced double-lining in-
ner tube called ‘Lifeguard’. At the 
New York World’s Fair ten years ago, 
the B.F Goodrich Company, makers 
of the new tubeless tyres, exhibited 
tubes made with a sealing layer of 
soft, partially vulcanised rubber that 
immediately closes any small open-
ing. Bulletproof petrol tanks that car-
ried warplanes through enemy gun-
fire used the same principle. But the 
greater cost of the safety tubes (about 
four times that of ordinary types) has 
held them back. With tubeless cas-
ings a good share of the price barrier 
has been overcome.

THE INVENTIVENESS and energy of 
Frank Herzegh, a young engineer for 
Goodrich, brought about the new tyre. 
The idea grew directly from meeting 
combat-tyre requirements during the 
war. Even before the war the United 
States Government had asked tyre 
manufacturers to develop a battle 
tyre that could be run flat for at least 

“Want it changed?” he asked.
“Let’s have your pliers a moment,” 

the motorist countered. 
He pulled out a long nail. The me-

chanic waited for the air to hiss out. 
It didn’t. This was the new tubeless 
motor-car tyre, puncture-sealing and 
highly resistant to blow-outs. 

The makers expect that the new 
casting will eventually change all 
tyre manufacture.

For the benefit of a newsreel pho-
tographer, one of the new tyres was 
run over a board with six big nails 
sticking out of it 50 times. That would 
have meant a multitude of punctures 
for any ordinary tyre, yet the new tyre 
lost no air.

In a car equipped with tubeless 
tyres a policeman was on a chase, 
throttle to the f loor, when a loud 
clack-clack clack began against the 
footpath. Instead of slowing up or 
stopping he kept on and got his man. 
Then he investigated. A heavy bolt 
had driven into the front tyre. He 
simply pulled it out and drove back 
to headquarters.

T he t ubeless casi ngs ca n be 
wrecked, but it’s difficult to do. Half 
a broken beer bottle, cutting a two-
inch hole, might ruin them. One 
went flat when a piece of brass tubing 

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

R ecently a motorist stopped at a service 
station to have his car greased. While it was 
in the hydraulic hoist, a mechanic called his 
attention to a nail in one of the tyres.
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75 miles, after being riddled with bul-
lets or shell fragments. Both Germany 
and France had one filled with sponge 
rubber. Improving on it, the British re-
inforced the sidewalls of a tough, air-
filled tyre with extra rubber that would 
last for 50 miles running flat.

Eventually, with better rubber com-
pounds for sidewall reinforcement, US 
experimenters got tyres that could run 
flat for 150 miles. Gen-
eral Patton’s success 
in his smashing drive 
through France into 
Germany was due in 
part to the new com-
bat casings.

The tough rubber 
lining used in these 
combat tyres gave Her-
zegh his idea. “Since 
the lining extends all 
around the inside of 
the casing,” he argued, “and keeps air 
out of the fabric, why not have the tyre 
fit tightly enough against the rim to 
hold in air and use no tube at all?”

In the face of the consensus of 
leading t yre experts that he was 
wasting his time, Herzegh persisted 
in his experiments. Hundreds of 
different rubber compounds were 
worked with to get a thin lining (in 
place of the thick combat-tyre lin-
ings) which would stick properly on 
the inside of the casing under all 
conditions of flexing and heat. Butyl 
rubber eventually proved to be the 
answer. A tenth-of-an-inch thickness 

of it would hold air as well as a solid 
inch of ordinary rubber.

To ensure an airtight fit, the casing 
itself is made with rubber ridges along 
the outside of the bead where it grips 
the rim. An extra layer of gum rub-
ber makes the tyre puncture-sealing. 
An ordinary valve, such as is used in 
regular inner tubes, is held in place in 
the customary hole in the rim by nuts 

screwed tight against 
two rubber washers. 
The new tyres are in-
flated to the same pres-
sure as standard ones.

HERZEGH HIMSELF 
has used no i n ner 
tubes on his car since 
1942. However, un-
til last February, the 
tubeless t yres were 
s o l d  o n l y  i n  t e s t  

areas. Production has been limited 
because both factory handling and 
servicing of the new casings must 
be thoroughly learned. Filling-sta-
tion attendants have to know, for ex-
ample, that if a rim is bent or badly 
pitted with rust the air will leak out.

Goodrich’s plans call for turning 
out the tyres in sufficient quantity for 
distribution soon. And already at 
least three other companies are de-
veloping their own tubeless tyres. 

At Last, Tyres Without Tubes

“WHY NOT 
HAVE THE TYRE 

FIT TIGHTLY 
ENOUGH 
AGAINST  

THE RIM?”

Editor’s Note: In 2020, the global 
automotive tyre market was valued 
at over US$187billion.

rdasia.com   95



96    january 2022

R E A DER’S DIGE ST



rdasia.com   97

MAY 1985

paddy
fields

IL
L

U
S

T
R

A
T

IO
N

: 
G

E
T

T
Y

 I
M

A
G

E
S

BY Yu Yuh-Chao

Hard physical work taught me an 
unforgettable lesson: you reap what you sow

CRAWLING
IN THE
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Nowadays, of course, the farmer 
need only use chemicals to kill weeds. 
It was not so when I was a boy some 
three decades ago. From the age of 
eight or so, I had to contribute my 
share of labour along with my father 
and two elder brothers, Yuh-hsien and 
Yuh-tang. Our family was too poor to 
afford paid labourers. Kneeling in a 
paddy field with a hat, a shirt and a 
pair of shorts my only protection, I was 
up to my thighs in mud. It splashed all 
over me, wet, sticky and dirty. When 
mud splashed into my eyes and on to 
my lip, I’d stand up, find the kettle of 
fresh water and try to wash it away; 
but it was always a long struggle be-
fore I could get it completely out of my 
eyes and off my lips.

The first weeding of the year oc-
curred just before spring, and the 
second in midsummer. Then the blis-
tering sun beat upon my arched back, 
making me feel like hot bread stuck 
to the side of a pan. The evaporating 
water from the paddy field steamed 
up my nostrils and face. Between ten 
in the morning and four or five in the 
afternoon, when the air hardly stirred, 
perspiration ran in rivulets, making 
streaks on my mud-covered arms and 

legs. It felt as if little bugs were crawl-
ing all over me. If a drop of sweat ran 
into the eyes, it would trigger tears. 
To prevent the sweat from running 
into my eyes, I kept my face as low as 
possible.

I told myself, Be patient! What good 
does it do to begrudge my lot? If my 
parents and brothers could go on tak-
ing it, so I could I. A kind of pride took 
place of the hurt in me. So thinking, 
I slowly pulled myself together and I 
crawled on.

When I pulled out rotten plants, 
they had a raw stench. The mud was 
so slimy that it made my flesh creep. 
Standing up, ploughing or planting, 
you didn’t feel it so much, but it hit 
you hard when you were working with 
your face close to the water.

My skin often developed rashes and 
my knees bled. The bamboo stakes 
and the bugs, worms and snakes in 
the water cut and stung. Moreover, 
the small leeches sucked blood and 
caused infection.

On the way home every day, I’d soak 
myself in the creek and then take a hot 
bath at home. I could not sit down and 
eat dinner until I was sure that every 
bit of dirt had been removed from my 

I have ploughed, planted, cut harvests, pickled tea 
leaves and chopped wood in the isolated but beautiful 
countryside of Kuanhsi in Taiwan. But of all the 
chores that are a farmer’s lot here, crawling in a 
paddy field to rid it of weeds is, in my experience, the 

task that trains one best to develop a Spartan spirit.
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pores, and no hint of smell remained. 
When I put on clean, coarse cotton 
clothes, fragrant from drying in the 
sun, it was pure ecstasy.

ONCE, DURING MY SUMMER holidays, 
Father was sick, but he worked in the 
field just the same, because there was 
so much to do. As I looked at his lean 
figure, crawling ahead of me, I thought 
of my own dim future. I was tied to 
the land by job after back breaking 
job, unlike other boys who had free-
dom to pursue happiness. Why were 
there people in the world who would 
never know what it was like to toil, and 
others, like me, who had been toiling 
ever since they were small boys, sea-
son after season, year after year? Why 
were some people sitting before elec-
tric fans or in air-conditioned rooms, 
while I was panting and sweating un-
der the blazing sun? Why was there 
mud and more mud in front of me?

Only we farmers were willing to 
crawl, to assume the lowliest of po-
sitions in order to have a better har-
vest. Even a buffalo or a horse, when 
working for man, stands tall. I was 
suddenly consumed with great pity 
and great respect for the multitudes 
of poor farmers, and the focus of my 
attention began to extend beyond my-
self and my family. This was an impor-
tant turning-point in my life.

While resting beside a field one day, 
my brothers and I resolved to pursue 
useful knowledge and technology 
to help ourselves and other farmers 

improve our circumstances, and 
lighten our burden of labour. This re-
solve gave me strength so that when I 
went to university, and later to the US 
on a scholarship, my spirit rose above 
personal hardships. Crawling in the 
mud had taught me to take bleeding 
and sweating as part of my life, and 
not to be afraid in the face of difficul-
ties and setbacks. But what was more 
important was that I had learned the 
meaning of “You reap what you sow”.

Mother used to say, “Judge a man 
not by his face, but by his fields.” I ap-
preciate more and more the meaning 
of these words. The land is dependa-
ble, as long as you are willing to toil on 
it. When the wind blew and the green 
rice plants swayed like waves in a sea, 
dazzlingly beautiful, a deep sense of 
satisfaction swelled up in me.

I laboured hard in the simple, iso-
lated countryside of my home, and I 
am proud of this. Although later I went 
into academic research, I shall always 
remember what working in the paddy 
fields taught me: plant your feet firmly 
on the ground, work hard and you will 
be rewarded. 

The author’s brothers also found  
work away from the paddy fields. 
Yuh-hsien became an agricultural 
and forestry official. Yuh-tang became 
a deputy police superintendent.

THIS ARTICLE HAS BEEN RECORDED 

AS AN RD TALKS PODCAST FOR YOUR 

LISTENING PLEASURE. TO LISTEN, GO TO 

WWW.RDASIA.COM/PODCASTS
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BY Robin Worthington

It’s a sure cure for a case of  
keeping up appearances
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Anyway, I wouldn’t meet anyone I 
knew. Please, not anyone neat I knew. 
But there was Helen, before the low-
fat yoghurt display, immaculate in a 
coral linen pants suit. 

I slammed the shopping trolley 
into reverse and wheeled round, only 
to be g reeted w it h 
“Hello there!” from 
my neighbour Liz, ex-
quisitely slender in a 
turquoise shift.

“Hi,” I returned fee-
bly, pulling my slob 
scarf down over the 
plastic rollers. “I never 
go shopping like this.”

Surely, I thought, 
there must be some-
one here who looks as 
crummy as I do. 

That’s when good old Sally ap-
peared, wearing a faded gold sweat-
shirt, paint-spotted slacks and frayed 
floral tennis shoes.

“You’re beautiful,” I told her. “Tell 
me, why do I run into everyone I 
know when I look like this?”

“What you need is some orange 
peel in your life,” Sally said.

“Some what?” I asked.
“Orange peel. Let me tell you about 

it. Last summer my best boyfriend 
from high-school days decided to 
look me up. I answered the doorbell 

and there he stood 
– with his perfectly 
stunning blonde wife.

“They arrived just 
seconds after  our 
basset  hound had 
thrown up all over the 
living-room rug, so 
in desperation I took 
them through the fam-
ily room, forgetting 
that the clothes-dryer 
was broken and there 
were damp T-shirts 

and underpants draped over the backs 
of all the chairs. In the kitchen, the 
dishes were still in the sink. 

“While I was trying to apologise and 
make coffee, I noticed what seemed 
to symbolise not only my housekeep-
ing but my very life at that moment: 

Mental health, like dandruff, crops up when 
you least expect it. There was the day, for 
instance, that I ducked into the supermarket 
with a scarf tied over my curlers, trying to look 

inconspicuous. I never go out with my hair in curlers. But 
visitors were arriving at short notice, and my emergency 
shelf was pared down to one jar of pickled onions and two 
tins of liver-flavoured dog food.

MY PSYCHE 
WAS STILL 

DENTED, BUT 
THE IDEA WAS 
JUST CRAZY 

ENOUGH TO BE 
APPEALING



Sage Words

R D  A U G U S T  1 9 3 8

The doctrine of human equality reposes on this: that there is no 
man really clever who has not found that he is stupid. There is no 

big man who has not felt small. Some men never feel small; but 
these are the few men who are. 

philosopher g.k. chesterton
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a long, shrivelled, dusty orange peel 
curled up contentedly on the floor as 
if it had been there for weeks.

“He saw it, and she saw it, and they 
both saw me trying to slide it casually 
to one side with my foot. Then it stuck 
to my sneaker and I had to bend over 
and pull it off. I don’t remember what 
we talked about. All I recall is that 
wretched orange peel on the floor.”

“What did your husband say when 
you told him?” I asked.

“He laughed. Then he said, ‘Think 
how happy you made them. He’s glad 
he didn’t marry you and she figures 
the old girlfriend is no threat. Don’t 
think of your ego; think what you’re 
doing for their marriage.’

“My psyche was still dented, but 
the idea was just crazy enough to be 
appealing. Now it’s become an offi-
cial family tradition. Whenever one 
of us gets caught with a case of slip-
ping façade, we just say, ‘Remember 
the orange peel’, and things get back 
into perspective.”

My chance to test Sally’s theory 
came soon enough. That evening as 
I carried the hastily assembled beef 

stroganoff to the table for our guests, 
my automatic apology tape whirred 
into action. 

“Usually when I make stroganoff, 
I use steak and fresh mushrooms 
and…” Suddenly I could see that spiral 
of orange peel dangling before me like 
a Christmas-tree ornament. I knew 
that, unchecked, I would continue to 
apologise. Firmly, I began all over. 

“Now tell us about your trip.” 
When our guest left they specifi-

cally mentioned that the evening had 
been “relaxing”.

That’s when I became a convert to 
the orange-peel approach. The battle 
to keep up appearances unnecessar-
ily, the mask – whatever name you 
give creeping perfectionism – robs us 
of our energies and doesn’t do a bit to 
endear us to the press. 

As [philosopher and psychologist] 
William James put it, “To give up 
pretensions is as blessed a relief as to 
have them gratified.”

So when you’re caught with an  
orange peel – say, a dressing gown at 
11am – relax. Think how happy you’re 
making someone else. 
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OCTOBER 1999

BY Peter Mortimer

F R O M  T H E  B O O K  B R O K E  T H R O U G H  B R I TA I N

ILLUSTRATIONS BY Olivier Kugler

In 1998 I decided to walk 500 miles 
across England and into Scotland with 

no money. Would I be shown enough 
hospitality to keep going?

MY
PENNILESS

Bon u s Rea d

journey
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I told the voice to shut up. The idea 
took root. As far as I knew, no one had 
done this before. A friend offered me 
Sam, her seven-year-old King Charles 
spaniel. “He’ll walk forever,” she 
said, “and people will like you.” Sam 
looked cuddly. Also, he would give 
me solace in hours of loneliness and 
I could snuggle up to him in the cold. 
I welcomed Sam as my companion. 

For practical tips on wandering 
destitute I visited a Buddhist mon-
astery 20 miles from Cullercoats, 
my home town at the mouth of the 
River Tyne in northeast England. 
The monks advised me to carry an 
umbrella and wrap moleskin round 
my feet. “You will find the walk very 
hard,” one monk warned, “but even-
tually you will gain strength. It will 
be part of your journey through life, 
so you must do it.”
Day one: At 9.35am on Sunday, July 
26, 1998, I set off from Plymouth 
on my odyssey. A small knot of fear 
gripped my stomach. I was entering 
an unknown world. For nine miles 
Sam and I were buffeted by thunder-
ing traffic on the A386 out of Plym-
outh, then we sought refuge in the 
spacious grounds of the Moorland 
Links Hotel. Without thinking, I led 

Sam in. 
“Can I help you, sir?” asked the re-

ceptionist. I looked around. Sunday 
diners reclined in comfort, the smell 
of roast beef was in the air. I wanted 
to order a pint, but realised that, from 
now on, this was one of many places 
I could look at but not touch. I was a 
person apart, trapped in an invisible 
bubble of poverty. 

“I’d, um, like some water for my 
dog,” I said. The receptionist put a 
bowl on the thick pile carpet and Sam 
drank eagerly. For our Sunday lunch, 
Sam and I shared two small triangles 
of toast, plus some butter, saved from 

A powerful voice inside me whispered that I was 
being idiotic, that a man of 54 should have more 
sense. If I wanted to try walking 500 miles [800 
kilometres] from Plymouth to Edinburgh without 

the security of a wallet, I should have done it years ago.
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my hotel breakfast in Plymouth. The 
shadow of total destitution deepened 
as I tried to hitch a lift from a mid-
dle-aged couple driving away from 
the hotel. They looked at me with dis-
dain and accelerated away. Their re-
jection knocked me back. Then came 
my first – albeit mixed – experience of 
Christian charity.

“Is that all you want, water for 
your dog?” asked the 
rector of the nearby 
village of Yelverton 
when I interrupted 
him mowing his lawn. 

“Anything else, nat-
urally, would not go 
amiss,” I mumbled.

The rector walked 
t o w a rd s h i s  f r ont 
door. I followed. Sud-
denly he sw ivel led 
and said loudly, “Do 
not enter the rectory!” 
He motioned me to a garden seat. 
Some minutes later he emerged with 
water for Sam, and tea and chocolate 
biscuits for me. 

I thanked him and apologised. “I 
wouldn’t have come inside.” 

“If you knew what had happened 
here,” he said, and returned indoors. 

We arrived in Tavistock at 7.30pm 
to find the town empty. Steady rain 
thrummed on to my small umbrella. 
All doors seemed excessively closed. 
Sam looked up at me with his big 
brown eyes as if to say, “What do we 
do now?” 

From the large parish church of 
St Eustachius I heard singing. We 
stood at the back of the nave, wet 
and bedraggled, while the packed 
cong regat ion sa ng of Chr ist ia n 
charity, mercy and compassion. The 
service over, they filed past me. I 
approached several and explained I 
needed food and shelter. They were 
embarrassed but had perfectly rea-

sonable excuses for 
rejecting me.

I felt I was an ir-
r it at ion .  I  w a s no 
lon ger Pe t er  Mor-
timer, writer. I was a 
beggar, a person you 
crossed the road to 
avoid. Then Geoffrey 
B ouc he r,  a  y ou n g 
curate, said I could 
sleep in his garage. 
A s he d rove me to 
his home I told him 

about my journey. 
“Actually,” he said, “you can have 

the spare room.” I mentioned the 
Yelverton rector. “Ah, yes. Last year 
someone came, just like you. The 
rector invited him in and was badly 
beaten. He’s nervous.”

While Geoffrey cooked me pork 
chops and vegetables, I consoled 
weary Sam and unpacked the few 
contents of my backpack: a spare set 
of clothes, wash bag, sleeping bag 
and camera. My body felt drained. 
I went to bed, lay in the dark and 
huge doubts assailed me. I resolved 

HUGE DOUBTS 
ASSAILED ME.  
I RESOLVED TO 
ABANDON THE 

WHOLE ABSURD 
VENTURE IN 

THE MORNING
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that in the morning I’d abandon the 
whole absurd venture. 
Day two: At 7.30am I awoke in better 
spirits. A new day, a new perspective. 
Sam, too, was livelier. “Maybe we’ll 
not give up,” I told him. “Not just yet.” 
My knot of fear was still there, though. 

Geoffrey gave me valuable help for 
the night to come. “I’ve phoned Alex 
Warne, owner of the East Dart Hotel at 
Postbridge on Dartmoor,” he said. “It’s 
on your route and you can sleep in his 
stable.” Geoffrey drove me to the edge 
of Dartmoor. As we parted he held out 
a £10 note. “I know you intend to carry 
no money. I respect that. This is for ex-
treme emergencies.”

I took the note, realising the impor-
tance of the gesture. We shook hands 
and embraced.

KINDNESS AND CHAOS
“How are you with a paintbrush?” 
asked Alex Warne when I offered to 
sing for my supper. For three hours 
I creosoted the outside of his sta-
bles. Alex, grey-bearded and slightly 
grizzled, then offered me a bath and 
my first hot food of the day, chicken 
casserole. Sleeping in stables sounds 
romantic, conjuring up images of 
soft hay, but Alex’s stables had bare 
concrete floors. I moved this way and 
that in my sleeping bag in a futile at-
tempt to find lasting comfort.
Day three: Terrible weather on Dart-
moor – a soaking-wet curtain of mist 
and rain. Every car hurtling past me 
threw up curved sprays of water. I 

had no idea where we might spend 
the night, where we might get a meal. 
I found it in a bungalow at Dunsford, 
outside Exeter.

“You’d best take the caravan. Just up 
the lane,” said Cliff Brimblecombe, a 
67-year-old cider maker with a strong 
Devon accent. His wife Evelyn ap-
peared in the doorway behind him. 
“I’ll make you a meal,” she said. A few 
moments later I was up the muddy 
lane, into the caravan and tucking into 
hot meat pie and potatoes while Sam 
crunched on dog food. 
Day four: I took care to shave every 
morning. Stubble may be attractive 
on a 21-year-old, but at my age it gave 
the appearance of an old wino. Even 
so, I got wary looks if I tried to strike 
up conversations. That day my plan 
was to head for the village of Clyst 
Hydon, where my partner Kitty had 
lived as a student. Thirty years on, 
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I found Tom Coleman and his wife 
Jean still living at Town Tenement 
Farm and they offered me a cup of tea 
and a bed for the night. I was keep-
ing a watch on a runny eye Sam had 
and cleaning it regularly. It seemed to 
give him no bother.

Next day it was back to the game 
of chance, standing beside the A303, 
check ing my map and deciding 
where to tr y next. I 
decided to avoid main 
roads and large towns 
where possible. Me-
andering lanes would 
lengthen my journey, 
but I hated the blur of 
traffic, and if you have 
no money, towns are 
depressing. 

Staple Fitzpaine? A 
village with a name 
like that had to have 
something going for 
it. I entered the Greyhound pub with 
all the confidence a penniless man 
could muster, explained my journey 
to the young male bar staff but they 
knew of no farm which might offer 
shelter. 

I turned to trudge away with Sam. 
“You can stay with us for the night.” A 
young couple, Teresa Hurley and Da-
vid Takle, had been eavesdropping. 
Peeping round the table was their 
twinkly three-year-old Levanna. I 
laughed out loud in sheer relief.

We drove the few miles to Ilmin-
ster in Dave’s battered car. Dave, 39, 

worked when and where he could in 
the building trade. “Often we can’t 
pay the rent,” said Teresa, “but we’re 
madly in love.” The f lat was un-
tidy, chaotic. I felt at home. We ate  
pi z zas, d ra n k beer a nd played 
Scrabble. Levanna refused to go 
to bed unless Sam went with her.  
I slept on the settee. 

Next morning, as I gloomily packed 
to go out on the road 
again, Teresa said: 
“We both think you 
should take a break. 
Rest up here for to-
day.” I thought about 
it . W hy not? I had 
travelled 80 miles. I 
needed a day off. Te-
resa and Dave were 
true friends. 

I had no money to 
offer these generous 
people who had so 

little themselves, nor could I help 
pay for the petrol next day when 
they gave me a lift to make up for 
the distance I’d lost. I sat in the back 
next to Sam and Levanna, whose 
blue eyes stared at me. 

A f ter about 40 m i les t he ca r 
stopped. I stood at the roadside and 
watched the car go, Levanna’s little 
face pressed against the back win-
dow, a small, white hand waving. I 
felt sorry for myself but knew the an-
tidote. Get going.

The problem was my feet, which 
were blistered and painful. In Shaw 

A FEW 
MOMENTS 

LATER I WAS IN 
THE CARAVAN 
TUCKING INTO 

A HOT  
MEAT PIE
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village, Wiltshire, I came to a large 
stone building, the Shaw Clinic of 
complementary medicine. My knock 
was answered by the clinic’s owner 
Sheila Carter, a striking dark-haired 
woman wearing a white coat. She 
looked at me cautiously. I was walk-
ing to Edinburgh? 

Soon the delicate hands of Sheila, 
a fully trained chiropodist, were 
examining my feet. 
“I have no money,” I 
warned, but she took 
no notice. 

“The feet are se-
verely bruised,” she 
said. “I’ll try to take 
the pressure off the 
worst areas.” Sk i l-
fully she bandaged 
t wo c ush ions l i ke 
ring doughnuts to the 
balls of my feet. It was 
a work of art. 

At 7pm, Sam and I were heading 
along the B4014, looking for a night’s 
shelter, when Avening appeared in 
front of us, clinging to a hillside. “No 
dogs!” yelled a middle-aged woman 
as we entered the village post office. 
I tethered Sam outside. Inside, the 
woman stood in my way. “How can 
you stay anywhere with no money?” 
I began to explain but she moved to 
the back of the shop. It was spitting 
with rain. I walked to a local pub, 
where the barmaid was friendly and 
her suggestion unexpected: “Try the 
College of Colour Therapy.”

THE TURQUOISE BATH
“Of course you can stay,” said Carmel 
Gimbel, a slim, tall, elegant Irish-
woman who ran the Hygeia College 
of Colour Therapy with her husband 
Theophilus. The large rambling build-
ing dated from the 14th century. Car-
mel, resplendent in rainbow colours, 
led Sam and me down a corridor to 
The Blue Room, lit by a single blue 

light. “When you’re 
ready, come and have 
a drink with us in the 
music room,” Carmel 
said.

I reclined on a big 
settee with a glass of 
chilled white wine 
and Carmel asked to 
look at my feet. She 
massaged them ten-
derly. “Your voice is 
very tight. What’s that 
fear inside you?” she 

asked. I told her. The fear of my jour-
ney, of not being up to it, physically or 
mentally. She continued the massage 
and I coughed. “That’s the fear being 
released,” said Carmel. 

Next, food appeared: a sizzling bar-
becue of chicken legs, sausages, burg-
ers, chops. I tore at them like a wolf.

Theophilus, 78, was a Bavarian who 
came to Britain in 1949. Years of im-
prisonment during the Second World 
War, some of it in dark, solitary con-
finement, inspired him to teach col-
our’s potential. 

“A colour bath would help,” Carmel 

I FOUND A 
WONDROUS 

HOUSE WHERE 
FOOD, WINE, 

BATH AND BED 
WERE ALL 

GIVEN FREELY
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said. “Given your mental state, tur-
quoise would be best.” Into my bath 
water went two drops of natural blue 
dye, then two drops of green. It in-
stantly transformed into a shimmer-
ing turquoise. I lowered myself in, 
propping my bandaged feet above 
the taps and the turquoise embraced 
me. I closed my eyes. I had found a 
wondrous house where food, wine, 
bath and bed were all given freely, as 
if charity were the most natural thing 
in the world. 
Day eight: “Try the Cotswold Hunt 
Kennels,” said a woman in Ando-
versford, outside Cheltenham. Thus I 
entered the world of foxhunting. The 
kennels had 100 hounds. “You can 
have a mattress in the back room,” 
said Julie Barnf ield. “The spare 
room’s being decorated.”

I mentioned to her husband Julian 

that I was anti-foxhunting and he 
shrugged, as if on such a brief con-
tact he wasn’t interested in a fierce 
debate. But isn’t foxhunting cruel 
and unnecessary? “There’s a lot of 
ignorance,” he replied. “The fox is 
dead within seconds of being caught. 
In theory the best method of killing 
a fox is at night, with rifle and spot-
light, but you’re never sure the fox 
is dead. The fox is a pest, and sheep 
farmers around here would agree.” 

Helpfully, he recommended Clifton 
upon Teme Hunt Kennels at Tedstone 
Delamere near Worcester for my next 
night’s shelter. Nobody seemed sur-
prised to see me at Clifton. The owner 
was on holiday, and Peter Harper, 
James Cook and Johnnie James were 
holding the fort. They told me I was 
welcome to sleep on the settee in the 
bungalow’s living room. 

That night my feet were burning 
like furnaces. In the morning I found 
a nearby chiropodist willing to see 
me – “I have no money,” I told her – 
but her earliest appointment was the 
next afternoon. “Stay here as long as 
you like,” said Peter in his Welsh lilt.

For two days I experienced the 
hospitality of a world that fascinated 
and horrified me. The kennels, kept 
spotless by Peter and shy 17-year-
old James, held 120 hounds. When 
I stood by their enclosures they 
pushed noses and paws through the 
steel, big softies desperate for af-
fection. Then I saw them at feeding 
time. They feasted on dead cows and 
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sheep. Ferociously, they tore off long 
strips of f lesh, pushing and snarl-
ing at one another, raising bloodied 
snouts from the carnage. I imagined 
them at a fox. 

I set of f next morning feeling 
bouncy. The chiropodist had care-
fully shaved layers of dead skin from 
my feet. “One reason they hurt so 
much,” she explained, “is the liquid 
t rapped u nder t he 
skin.”
Day 13: Miles trav-
elled so far: 230. I had 
evolved a new method 
of walking. Sam and 
I would walk for 90 
minutes, then rest 
for about 30, when 
I would remove my 
boots and socks, and 
have a nap. We had 
moved into Stafford-
shire and we were on 
a bendy dangerous road. I needed a 
lift. At a lay-by, I approached a mid-
dle-aged couple munching sand-
wiches in a four-wheel-drive. “We’re 
full up,” said the man. “Got the dog in 
the back.” On the vast rear seat was a 
tiny terrier. 

A truck driver was no more charita-
ble. “I’ve only just stopped,” he said. 
“Be here a long time yet.” Two min-
utes later, he hurtled past me without 
a second look. Was it my appearance? 
Was it Sam? From now on I decided 
I’d either arrange a lift at my night stop 
or do without.

I was north of Stafford by late after-
noon when I tried a large detached 
house. A man stripped to the waist 
smiled as he opened the door, smiled 
as I stated my case, and smiled when 
he said no can do. “Why not try the 
Scout camp?” 

The Kibblestone camp site, 80 acres 
of secluded woodland, was half a 
mile up the road. I threw myself on 

the mercy of the war-
den Paul Westwood, 
a youngish man with 
a ponytail. “Officially 
we’re not  al lowed 
guests,” he said, “but 
you’ve got an honest 
face and you’ve come 
a long way.” Sam and 
I were given a fairly 
spartan but comfort-
able eight-bunk room.

Now hunger pangs 
had begun to gnaw. 

I drifted among the various Scout 
groups encamped through the forest. 
The leader of a Devon group was la-
dling out hot portions. Could I have 
some? She looked me up and down 
like a suspect in a police identity pa-
rade. “Food supplies are on a strict 
budget,” she said. “So much a head 
and none to spare.” 

Another group leader said: “We 
have come here for a special holiday. 
The last thing we want is strange men 
approaching us begging.” 

I saw myself in a new light – a sus-
picious character wandering among 
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young boys. I’d be lucky not to get ar-
rested. Then I saw a tent pitched on its 
own, with a man, a woman and two 
boys. I sensed they didn’t belong to a 
group. I came straight out with it. “I’m 
pretty hungry. I wonder if you could 
share a bit of your food with me?” 

“Sure!” Dean Coffield, a former 
Scoutmaster from Dudley, was with 
his wife Sharon, their 12-year-old 
son Jon and Jon’s mate James Sutton. 
“There’s not that much, but you’re 
welcome to it.” They had beans, sau-
sages and garlic bread. We sat around 
their fire.

As I rose to leave, Sharon put a 
plastic bag in my hand. “For break-
fast,” she said. An hour earlier I had 
faced a hungry night followed by a 
hungry morning. Now look at the 
kindness I’d received. 

This night virtually marked our 
halfway stage. Ahead lay Derbyshire 
and the Peak District.

“HE NEEDS REST”
I liked to think my doorstep manner 
was improving. Freda Chadwick, a 
lively woman in Cauldon, near the 
Peak District border, was amazed 
when I leant on the lower half of 
her stable-type kitchen door, told 
her about my journey and asked for 
water. “Are you totally mad?” she 
asked, and shouted for her husband 
John, who appeared looking slightly 
uncomfortable. He had a prominent 
pot-belly. “He’s travelling from Plym-
outh to Edinburgh with no money!” 

exclaimed Freda. John shot me a 
look. 

Freda gave me a cup of tea, fruit, 
biscuits and dog biscuits for Sam. 
Day 18: In high spirits I strode out 
across the open, flat landscape of the 
Vale of York, at one point plunging 
waist deep through a field of corn. 
Sam became a rustle of white and 
orange somewhere near my feet. 
The Buddhist monk at the monas-
tery I visited before setting out was 
right about me eventually gaining 
strength. I was f it, lean, fast. We 
achieved an 11-hour, 24-mile day.

At Whixley one woman, in answer 
to my request for food and shelter, 
told me slightly sniffily, “I don’t think 
people do that kind of thing around 
here.” Someone else suggested the 
pub, which was shut, and a third 
householder didn’t answer my knock, 
so I had to fend for myself. 

The door to the pavilion of Whix-
ley’s cricket club was slightly ajar. By 
8pm, Sam and I were on the floor in 
my sleeping bag. I was worried about 
Sam. The temperature on the road 
to Pontefract had been in the high 
20s. He panted like a steam engine, 
lagged behind and I’d had to carry 
him for a while. I pulled him closer 
to me, whispering affections in his 
little pink ear. 

The next day I dropped in to see 
two old friends, Tim and Jude Tribe, 
at Boroughbridge, North Yorkshire. 
Jude looked closely at Sam’s runny 
eye. “It needs seeing to,” she said. 



114    january 2022

“There’s a vet next door.” Enter Chris-
tine McCormack. Her verdict was 
damning. Sam had developed a deep 
ulcer in his eye. “I can give him oint-
ment for now,” said Christine, “but 
he needs more treatment and a lot of 
rest.” Sam’s odyssey was finished.

Guilt consumed me. King Charles 
spaniels were not the world’s greatest 
canine explorers yet Sam’s wee legs 
had carried him 370 miles. I’d turned 
him into an exhausted wreck. I ar-
ranged for his owner, Sarah Davidson, 
to pick him up, then stood staring at 
Sam on the settee. It was the end of an 
important relationship. I’d known this 
journey only with Sam. 

“Just go,” said Jude. “That’s the best 
way.” I went.
Day 20: Approaching the village of 
Gilling West, north of Catterick, I 
came to a large stone house, heard 
voices and peeped over the garden 
wall to find a group of people looking 
uncommonly festive for 4.30 in the 
afternoon. I’d happened on a double 
celebration. Brian Sperring was 56 
that day; his partner Dorothy Halford 
would be 50 the next.

Would they kindly fill my water 
bottle? “Of course. And have a cup 
of tea!” Did they know anyone near 
by who could put me up? “Ask the 
farmer Hughie Bird.”

Energetic Hughie, 60 years of age, 
welcomed me into the kitchen of 
Mill Farm like some long-lost rel-
ative, shoving a mug of tea and a 
piece of pork pie at me. Could he 

give me shelter? “Take the caravan 
in the field.” 

After daybreak I thought of mak-
ing my usual early start but Hughie 
was keen to show me his farm, his 
life. “Stay this morning,” he said. “I’ll 
make up your lost miles.” 

First I admired his 90 milking 
cows. Next, he led me into a win-
dowless shed, 125 feet long and 40 
feet wide, for an extraordinary sight. 
The floor was covered with 9000 two-
week-old chicks. The dull light and 
humid atmosphere contrasted with 
the constant chirruping of the chicks. 
Hughie took great pride in keeping 
the shed clean and habitable.

This room was the chicks’ en-
tire life. They would live here from 
day one to six weeks, then be taken 
away for slaughter. They would never 
even know of the sun’s existence. I 

R E A DER’S DIGE ST



rdasia.com   115

My Penniless Journey

wondered how I would feel, buying 
my next supermarket chicken, yet 
this was a normal part of Hughie’s 
world and if I worked in it, it would 
probably become normal for me. 

Hughie’s lav ish hospita l it y at 
mealtime was a revelation. We sat 
around the big kitchen table and his 
wife Joyce cooked a monstrous pile 
of bacon. Every time we attacked 
the pile more rashers 
appeared. There was 
fresh bread, scones, 
butter. We ate, chat-
tered, laughed. Then, 
as promised, he gave 
me a lift.

My buoyant spirits 
sank at Frosterley, in 
the Wear Valley. At 
farm number one I 
had to walk through 
a yard with chained 
dogs only to be told it 
was no go. Farm number two: dogs, 
no go. I knocked at a third door, a cot-
tage. A shrill female voice shouted: 
“Who is it? What do you want?” I 
shouted my apologies and left. 

A DESTITUTE ITINERANT
A key to gaining invitations into 
British homes, I was coming to re-
alise, was the presence of a caravan, 
as with Hughie Bird and with Cliff 
Brimblecombe, the Devon cider-
maker. It gave a wanderer shelter but 
reduced the donor’s sense of territo-
rial invasion. Now where could I find 

a caravan in Frosterley? I was virtu-
ally through the village when I spot-
ted Bridge End Cottage. Next to it was 
a caravan. I rang the front doorbell.

“You’d better come in.” Joyce Cro-
sier seemed amused by my plight. 
She and her sister-in-law Joanne were 
waiting for their husbands to return 
with an Indian takeaway. Meanwhile, 
would I like a glass of wine? 

When Ron and Bar-
rie arrived back to 
find a destitute itin-
erant on the settee 
they opted for charity 
rather than indigna-
tion. I had chicken  
korma that night – and 
the caravan.
Next day I spotted 
another caravan, this 
time behind a cottage 
near Slaley in North-
umberland. My knock 

was answered by Ernie Auriemma, 
a big man with a thick dark mous-
tache and a Mediterranean appear-
ance. Could I sleep in the caravan? 
“Sure.” As simple as that. “Go and sort 
your stuff out, then come back to the 
house.” 

At the kitchen table, Ernie’s wife 
Vivien gave me food, while Ernie, 
an estate worker looking after 450 
sheep, told me his stor y. He was 
here because his Neapolitan father, 
a POW at neighbouring Haydon 
Bridge, had fallen in love with the 
enemy after the Second World War, 
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brought over his Italian sweetheart 
and they married.
Day 24: Gorse moorland high in 
the Pennines, forest tracks and 
shale paths made for hard, unsta-
ble walking. After 20 miles the cold 
began to seep through my clothes. 
My tired limbs cried “Stop!” but my 
soul wanted to sleep that night in 
Scotland. 

At 6pm I reached 
the border at Carter 
Bar, little more than 
two lay-bys and a 
mobile snack bar. I 
marched up to the 
young man at the 
snack-bar counter. 
“If I were to tell you I 
had travelled penni-
less all the way from 
Plymouth to get here, 
would that be worth a 
cup of tea?” I asked. 

“Aye, it would.” His sing-song Scot-
tish accent, plus the hot tea he put into 
my shivering hands, lifted my mood. 

Fellside Boarding Kennels, the very 
first buildings I came to, gave me 
shelter. “You can have the caravan,” 
said Bernard Whiteley. 

Early next morning I stood in the 
kitchen of the house, eating a slice of 
bread and feeling alone. Was I taking 
my welcome for granted? Was I be-
coming a parasite, crawling my way 
through the nation’s generosity? 

When Bernard walked by exer-
cising a brace of dogs, I ran out and 

offered to help. Bernard’s face lit up 
–  he had a surprise for me. Although 
the kennels specialised in looking af-
ter holiday dogs, the Whiteleys kept a 
special pack of their own.

“Ever walked huskies?” Bernard 
asked. No. He gave me the leads of 
Sholk and Patchy and I whizzed down 
the lane behind turbo-charged, twin-
booster rockets. All I could do was 

hang on and hope. 
O n l y  t w o  m o r e 

nights now, the first 
on Walter Inglis’s farm 
at Lilliesleaf, near Sel-
kirk, some 50 miles 
from Edinburgh. My 
final night was in the 
hamlet of Heriot. 

“There’s a room in 
the annexe wait ing 
to be decorated,” said 
Gillian Torrie, land-
lady of the Dug Inn. 

“Nothing in it, but you’re welcome.”
Friday, August 21: Twenty-seven 
days and 530 miles after leaving 
Plymouth I came to the vast plain out 
of which Edinburgh rises. 

By now I was a walking machine. 
My speed had increased to three and 
a half miles an hour. I felt uplifted. The 
knot of fear in my stomach had com-
pletely gone. 

The lonely country roads were be-
hind me. Then I landed on another 
planet: traffic jams, men in suits with 
mobile phones, restaurants, depart-
ment stores, office blocks.
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HOME AGAIN
Back in Cullercoats with my partner 
Kitty and 14-year-old son Dylan, I 
returned the £10 note given to me by 
Geoffrey Boucher. I also wrote and 
thanked everyone else who took a 
chance on me.

I was asked: “Did you find any 
reg iona l di f ferences in deg rees 
of friendliness?” Not at all. I was 
shunned and made welcome in all 
parts. Many people distrusted me, 
but only once (at Whixley) was no 
help forthcoming. I found that those 
who offered shelter and food had 
more open faces.

As a townie, I discovered the star-
tlingly simple truth that everything 
we humans manufacture, we even-
tually t ire of. W hat’s created by 
nature, on the other hand, never 
wearies us.

A friend of mine joked: “I’m broke 
all the time!” 

“No, you’re not,” I replied. 
Total penury, like I experienced, 

brought a dreadful sense of aliena-
tion and exclusion. It made me un-
derstand how lucky most of us are. 
We take for granted a standard of 
living much of the world has never 
known. Despite poverty, most of us 
need not wonder where we will sleep 
tonight; hunger is a temporary state, 
relieved by a chocolate bar until the 
next meal.

And yet, despite our good for-
tune, many of us are restless and 
unfulfilled, and feel there should be 

more to life. One answer I believe 
is travel. 

There’s a Hindu tradition of going 
on pilgrimage after the age of 50. 
Most of us are still physically active 
and have enough experience to fortify 
us against new challenges. Yet many 
are rushing into early retirement. 
What’s ahead is more important than 
what’s behind, on a 500-mile trek or 
on your last day on earth. 

Comparatively few people really 
travel. They make surrogate expe-
ditions on TV documentaries and 
are shuttled off on package tours. 
Where is the sense of wonder, the 
excitement?

Real travel is less high-tech, more 
unpredictable, and better.  

EXCERPTED FROM THE BOOK BROKE THROUGH 
BRITAIN: ONE MAN’S PENNILESS ODYSSEY BY 
PETER MORTIMER, © 1999 BY PETER MORTIMER. 
REPRINTED WITH THE PERMISSION OF PETER 
MORTIMER.

Update: Twenty-three years after 
his walk through Britain, Peter 
Mortimer still marvels at the 
challenges he faced. “The mental 
and the physical battles were close 
competitors,” he says. “I could never 
bear to think how far lay ahead or I 
would have succumbed.”

These days, he wouldn’t consider 
such an ambitious walk. “I was in 
my mid-50s then. The knees would 
forbid it now.”

Peter’s latest book, Planet 
Corona, is a collection of his recent 
newspaper columns.
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R ichard Williams (Will Smith) 
is father of tennis greats 
Serena (Demi Singleton) and 

Venus (Saniyya Sidney). The movie 
follows his dream and unwavering 
plan for his daughters to play 
tennis on the world stage (or 
court) – and leave the gang 

violence of the LA suburb the 
family of seven live in behind. 
Richard believes fiercely in his 
daughters’ talents and uses 
unconventional methods to get 
them there. This movie will make 
you laugh and cry (happy tears) in 
equal measure. A feel-good film.

RD RECOMMENDS

King Richard  Biopic
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The Addams Family 2   Animation

Morticia and Gomez and the freaky family are back in an animated 
comedy sequel. Like all kids, the Addams children are growing up, 
and Mrs and Mr Addams are distraught that their kids are skipping 

family dinners and totally consumed with ‘scream’ time. To reclaim the 
family bond, Gomez decides to cram Uncle Fester, Wednesday, Pugsley and 
the rest of the crew into the haunted caravan and set off across the US for a 
family holiday. Totally out of their element, what could possibly go wrong?

The Matrix Resurrections
Sci-fi/Action

T he Matrix returns – 20 years 
after the first film was released 
– with the fourth instalment in 

the movie franchise. Neo (Keanu 
Reeves) and Trinity (Carrie-Anne 
Moss) venture back into the 
Matrix and even deeper down the 
rabbit hole in this mind-bending 
adventure. Set in a provocative new 
world where reality is subjective, 
Resurrections comes up trumps 
with the kind of visual effects that 
helped define it in pop culture at 
the turn of the century.
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HOW TO GET PODCASTS To listen on the web: In a search engine, look up  
‘Shandee’s Story’, for example, and click on the play button. To download: Download  
an app such as Podcatchers or iTunes on your phone or tablet and simply search by title.

TO LISTEN TO RD TALKS GO TO 
www.rdasia.com/podcasts and click on the play button. 

The Last Days Of Vincent Van Gogh
The bright, sunny colours of Dutch painter Vincent 
Van Gogh’s canvases belie his tragic ending. But 
his last years and final days would also see him 
create much of the dramatic and intense art that 
made him a legend.

Shandee’s Story
Award-winning journalist Hedley Thomas – who 
created The Teacher’s Pet and The Night Driver – 
investigates the unsolved murder of 23-year-old 
Shandee Blackburn, who was attacked as she 
walked home after work in the Queensland sugar 
and mining town of Mackay in 2013.

What Happened To You?
Oprah Winfrey and renowned brain expert 
Dr Bruce Perry discuss the impact of our 
childhoods and how healing should begin 
with the way we phrase our questions. 
Rather than asking “What’s wrong with you?”, 
try “What happened to you?” Search for 
‘What Happened To You?’ on YouTube.

Unsung Science
TV presenter David Pogue, a six-time Emmy winner, 
takes you behind the scenes into the worlds 
of the people who have created mind-blowing 
achievements in science, technology, transport, 
food and health – who reveal their first inspirations, 
journeys and the times they almost gave up.

Podcasts
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ACROSS

1 Fabric (8)

9 Longing (8)

10 Merchant (8)

11 Imagine (8)

12 Candidate (7)

13 Precarious (8)

14 Goes backwards (8)

18 Exceptionally tense (8)

Crosswise
Test your general 
knowledge. 

DOWN

2 Breathtaking (7)

3 Vague (7)

4 Ailment (7)

5  Small harp-like 
musical  
 instrument (4)

6 The gathering  
of crops (7)

7 Uncommon (7)

8 Cuddle (7)

13 Doorkeeper (5)

15 Stonework (7)

16 Portal (7)

17 Like Abba (7)

19 Make clear (7)

20 Underwater 
missile (7)

21 Inhabitant of,  
eg, Tehran (7)

25 Coarse file (4)

22 Portuguese  
jellyfish (3-2-3)

23 Austere (7)

24 Hallway (8)

26 The world of schools  
and universities (8)

27 Its capital is  
Little Rock (8)

28 Locate exactly (8)

Challenge yourself by solving these puzzles and mind 
stretchers, then check your answers on pages 126.
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BRAIN POWER
brought to you by

"Write, Erase, Rewrite"
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IF YOU SOLVE IT WITHIN: 
15 minutes, you’re a true expert 

30 minutes, you’re no slouch 

60 minutes or more, maybe numbers aren’t your thing

Sudoku
HOW TO PLAY: To win, you have to put a number 
from 1 to 9 in each outlined section so that:
• Every horizontal row and vertical column 
contains all nine numerals (1-9) without repeating 
any of them; 
• Each of the outlined sections has all nine 
numerals, none repeated.

   

Puzzle 
Answers

PAGES 126



FAMILY FUN
Puzzle 

Answers
PAGES 126

Spot The Difference
There are ten differences. Can you find them?
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Fill In The Blanks 
How many  common English 

words can you make by adding a 
letter to each of the blanks 

below? We found four. Proper 
nouns don’t count.

Book Exchange
Your book club is doing an exchange 

with each person getting a book 
someone else has bought and read. 

There are six members, including 
you. Each person will pick a name 

out of a hat, and you’re hoping to get 
Kathie, your best friend in the club. 

It’s your turn to pick, and you’ve 
overheard that someone who 

picked before you drew the name of 
your other friend, Paula.

What are your chances of picking 
Kathie’s name?

M  __  R  __  Y

124    january 2022

R E A DER’S DIGE ST



The Genius Section

1. Actors Dolph Lundgren, Ken 
Jeong, Mayim Bialik and Rowan 
Atkinson share what educational 
background? 2 points
2. What bird is the national symbol 
of Bolivia, Chile, Colombia and 
Ecuador, yet is vulnerable to 
extinction? 2 points
3. Aiming to make fashion more 
inclusive, Aille Design uses 
Swarovski crystal pearls to create 
what design element for T-shirts  
and masks? 2 points
4. Approximately how many 
islands does the Philippines 
comprise?  a) less than 1000; 
b) more than 10,000;  
c) around 7500? 1 point
5. What country has 
the most vending 
machines per capita? 
1 point
6. Which were invented 
first: skis or wheels?  
1 point
7. Lonar Lake in India, 
Kenya’s Lake Nakuru 

and Lake Van in Turkey are all  
what kind of lake? 2 points 
8. In 1844, Samuel Morse sent the 
first long- distance message using 
what new technology? 1 point
9. Recent findings show that Earth 
has an eighth continent, though 
it’s largely submerged under water. 
What is it called? 1 point
10. What country has the world’s 
only non-quadrilateral national 
flag? 1 point
11. What six-member team made 
its official Paralympic debut at the 

Tokyo games? 1 point
12. Female researchers 

comprise 30 per cent of the 
global workforce in the 
sciences, but more than 
double, at 63 per cent, 
in what South American 
country? 2 points

13. King Louis XIX of 
France and Portugal’s 
King Luís II Filipe share 
what royal record?  
2 points

TRIVIA

Test Your General Knowledge

ANSWERS: 1. Master’s degree or higher in STEM. 2. Andean Condor. 3. Braille phrases. 4. c) 7500, 
although it depends on the tide. 5. Japan. 6. Skis, more than 10,000 years ago. 7. Soda lakes (high 
alkalinity).8. The telegraph. 9. Zealandia. 10. Nepal. 11. Refugee Paralympic Team. 12. Bolivia. 
13. Shortest reign (20 minutes). 14. 38 (because there are 38 different local times). 

16-20 Gold medal      11-15 Silver medal     6-10 Bronze medal     0-5 Wooden spoon

14. How many times 
can the New Year be 
celebrated as clocks 

strike midnight around 
the world? 1 point
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I N P O I N T

Book Exchange
1 in 4, or 25 per cent. There were 

six names in the hat to start.  
But you know Paula’s name has 
already been taken out, and it 

wouldn’t make sense for you to  
get your own name and the book 

you had bought. That leaves  
four names, and you’re going  

to pick one.

Fill in the Blanks
Marry, mercy, merry and murky.
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WORD POWER

The Genius Section

Short But Challenging  

BY Linda Besner

1. calx – A: medical symbol that 
features two snakes and a staff.  
B: pivotal point in an argument.  
C: powder formed when a metal  
is heated.

2. gaze – A: break a promise.  
B: disagree using strong words.  
C: look steadily and intently.

3. razz – A: tease. B: add sparkle or 
glitter. C: bulldoze an entire area.

4. cyan – A: wistful yearning.  
B: greenish-blue colour.  
C: reddish-brown colour.

5. ankh – A: feeling of anxiety 
and depression.  
B: Egyptian symbol of life.  
C: abscess in a molar.

6. silt – A: fine dirt sediment.  
B: funnel for pouring cement.  
C: slippery undergarment.

7. quay – A: visible repair.  
B: thickened buttermilk.  
C: hard surface beside water.

8. apse – A: recess in a church.  
B: iron frame of a wheelbarrow.  
C: sparse hedgerow.

9. tare – A: tenth portion reserved 
for charity. B: bundle of kindling.  
C: weight of an empty container. 

10. wend – A: travel in an indirect 
fashion. B: wrap tightly.  
C: walk while holding hands.

11. quip – A: witty remark.  
B: blow bubbles. C: waylay.

12. sere – A: endowed with wisdom.  
B: extremely dry. C: full to the brim.

13. echt – A: concisely argued.  
B: out of style. C: authentic. 

14. rapt – A: spellbound by 
something seen or heard.  
B: of a freckled complexion.  
C: quick- witted. 

15. mazy – A: absent-minded.  
B: full of twists and turns.  
C: extensively cracked,  
especially of glass.

Four-letter words are the most 
popular in word games like Scrabble. 

Here are some to add to your vocabulary
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Answers

1. calx – C: powder formed when a 
metal is heated. Antoine Lavoisier 
famously compared the mass of 
mercury with the mass of its calx 
after burning. 

2. gaze – C: look steadily and 
intently. His gaze shifted to the 
doorway as Julia entered the room. 

3. razz – A: tease. Eli was always 
razzing Sonia about her old-
fashioned clothes. 

4. cyan – B: greenish- blue colour. 
Four- colour printers usually hold 
cartridges of cyan, along with 
magenta, yellow and black.

5. ankh – B: Egyptian symbol of life. 
The first known examples of the 
ankh sign in Egyptian artefacts date 
back to the Early Dynastic Period.

6. silt – A: fine dirt sediment. The 
fertile silt that accumulates as the 
Nile River empties into the sea 
makes the soil rich in nutrients. 

7. quay – C: hard surface beside 
water. Down to the end of the 
18th century there was only a 
primitive quay on the river side for 
shipping purposes.

8. apse – A: recess in a church. 
The apse of St Peter’s Basilica in 
the Vatican City contains a bronze 
throne that the saint himself is 
believed to have used.

9. tare – C: weight of an empty 
container. The gross weight of a can 
of peaches includes the tare weight 
and peaches, whereas the net 
weight excludes the tare weight.

10. wend – A: travel in an indirect 
fashion. While the shadows 
lengthened, Penelope and Miro 
wended their way to the river.

11. quip – A: witty remark. 
Sebastian and Bill laugh out loud  
at Brian’s quip.

12. sere – B: extremely dry. 
The desert landscape was sere 
and bright.

13. echt – C: authentic. Pauline’s 
party outfit, complete with bell-
bottomed jeans, tie-dye T-shirt and 
love beads, was echt 1970s.

14. rapt – A: spellbound by 
something seen or heard.  
The guide at the dinosaur exhibit 
lectured to a rapt audience of five 
year olds.

15. mazy – B: full of twists and 
turns. Paul and Anne navigated the 
town hall’s mazy corridors to the 
marriage- licence desk.
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