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Renoir’s Guests
As a child I was fascinated by the 
reproduction of Renoir’s Luncheon 

of the Boating Party that hung in 
my grandparents’ lounge room.  
I was very envious of the young 
lady who was allowed to have her 
dog at the table. In 1987, as a 
teenager, I visited the National 
Gallery of Australia in Canberra 
for the Impressionists exhibition 
and saw the original in all its 
splendour. I knew that the boating 
party were friends of Renoir’s, but 
I didn’t know their connections to 

Letting Go
Last year was fraught with a difficult 
decision involving a friendship. 
It had been toxic, at least for me. 
Reading ‘Fade Away’ (December) 
gave me the clarity I needed. It 
confirmed my conviction that I get 
to choose if the friendship adds to 
my life. It is sad but true that some 
friendships fade.   SUGGUNA MUNISAMY

Let us know if you are moved – or provoked – by any item in the magazine, 
share your thoughts. See page 7 for how to join the discussion.

Always By His Side
I hadn’t read a Reader’s Digest until 
I was recently given a copy when 
my uncle passed away. I opened it 
at the Smart Animals page and it 
immediately reminded me of my 
uncle and his love of cats. A cat 
fancier since childhood and an 
Australasian Cat Judge, cats were 
always by his side. He credited his 

Reader’s Comments And Opinions

LETTERS

the artist until I read ‘Renoir’s 
Invitation To A Party’ (January).  
I am now keen to visit the 
Restaurant Fournaise when I next 
visit Paris. ANNE VICKERS

➤
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THE BONUS READ section of the 
magazine offers the chance to delve 
a bit deeper into extraordinary 
experiences of people. This month’s 
article, ‘Hit By A Truck’ (page 86) is 
a confronting read of the personal 
challenges a young woman faced 
after surviving the unthinkable 
trauma of being run over (twice!) 
by a truck. Her ability to articulate 
her ordeal, the support she received 
from her family and medical team 
and her honest portrayal of her 
relationship with pain and the 
medication that helped ease that 
pain, will leave a lasting impact  
on all who read it. 

Among the other stories in 
this month’s issue is a consumer 
piece about the dangers of button 
batteries (page 22), the fascinating 
story of how Nike helped boost the 
revival of Harris Tweed (page 44),  
as well as a Genius article on the 
risks of keeping secrets (page 102). 
These stories and so much more for 
your reading pleasure in the March 
2023 issue.

Quality Content  
That Goes Deeper

LOUISE WATERSON  
Editor-in-Chief

EDITOR’S NOTE

FOR DETAILS AND TERMS & CONDITIONS  
GO TO WWW.RDASIA.COM/COMPETITIONS

Lucky draws to include entries from new, renewal 
or gift subscriptions. Multiple draw entries for 

multiple years subscriptions.

 SUBSCRIBE NOW!
WWW.RDASIA.COM/SUBSCRIBE

14ct 
Yellow Gold 

Necklace

Luxury 
Jewellery

Prizes To Win
TOTAL VALUE

OF PRIZES OVER
US $10,000

http://WWW.RDASIA.COM/COMPETITIONS
http://WWW.RDASIA.COM/SUBSCRIBE
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love of animals to a picture book 
called Dinty which he received as 
a young child. We found the book 
when collecting his belongings 
at his nursing home and, dressed 
in his cat tie, judging badge and 
treasured pet photos, we laid him to 
rest with Dinty in his arms.       

MICHELLE FOLEY

Remembering Mum
Early last year my mother passed 
away after years of living with liver 
cirrhosis. I guess I was looking 
for something old and familiar, 
something that would remind me 
of her. Then I remembered her 
fondness for Reader’s Digest. Now, 
I have subscribed and look forward 
to receiving a copy each month and 
fondly remembering my mother. 

K ATRINA AURELIO

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, Anne Vickers.

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 7.

CAPTION CONTEST

Congratulations to this month’s 
winner, Mariska Barsi.

If you want to travel, suit yourself.
LIBBY CHAN

Scientists discover a new type  
of rock: Samsonite.

PERLA CUANAN

This vacation will be out  
of this world!
MARISK A BARSI

When I said, let’s go on our  
honeymoon, I didn’t actually mean 

to the Moon, Honey.
JAMES PANTER

SPACE ODDITY
We asked you to think up a funny 

caption for this photo.

WIN!

➤
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At The Museum  
Of Memories

A daughter’s bittersweet journey in 
reconnecting with her long-cherished past

MY STORY

I
n 2019, just before the 
pandemic broke out and all 
international travel came to 
a halt, my Singapore-based 
younger sister insisted my 

mother and I join her for the 
Christmas holidays. My mum, 
who I’ve always perceived as a 
fearless woman, would get strangely 
nervous on flights, overwhelmed 
by the long-winded onboarding 
procedures and endless travelling 
hours. Perhaps the only thing that 
convinced her to overcome her 
fears was the fact that it would give 
us a much-needed chance to piece 
together our flailing bond, fraught 
by a galaxy of differences.

There was another highlight to 
the trip for my mother – a return 
to the place where she spent her 

BY Ridhi Agrawal 

honeymoon in 1989. Fast-forward  
30 years, she would be walking 
down nostalgia lane with her now 
grown-up child. “I never imagined 
I’d ever revisit Singapore, let alone 
with you,” she remarked.

Growing up, moments with Mum 
were painfully short-lived because 
we spent most of the year at our 
boarding school in Darjeeling, India, 
reuniting only during the holidays. 
Every year, she would eagerly await 
our return, which would always 
lead to a deluge of pampering the 
likes of which we missed sorely 
while away. I remember chilly days 
when she would smear us all over 
with olive oil as we basked gleefully 
in the warm, mellow, winter sun. 
Afterwards, there would be a solid 
scrub down with powdered wheat 

8    march 2023



My Story

husk and a hot bath that soaked 
her as much as it did us. Looking 
back, these motherly pamperings 
and indulgences replaced other, 
more conventional expressions of 
affection. Instead of hugs, kisses or 
‘I love yous’, we wrapped ourselves 
in wellness regimes and bouts of 
TLC over and over again.

Mum never regaled us with stories 
from her own childhood in detail. 
“I lost my mother when I was barely 
one and a half years old. I would 
search for her in the bathrooms to 
check if she was hiding there,” she 
recalled, misty-eyed. When I first 
heard this, I felt a twinge that was 
hard to name: what do you call 
the feeling of building a world of 
affection with your children that you 
had only ever dreamt of?

Those sweet, cherished moments 
gradually waned as I grew older and 
moved further away from home for 
university. Soon, our relationship 
became unusual, strained. Weekly 
phone calls filled with small talk were 
too rushed and perfunctory to ever 
mature into real talk, real feelings. 
The tension led to arguments 
instead. To me, she seemed unable 
to comprehend that I was no longer 
a kid. Her stubborn, rigid points 
of view and old-fashioned advice 
on righteousness ignited the rebel 
in me, forcing me to hold back 
information or even lie frequently. 
But the more I pulled away, the more 
I felt an emptiness, a longing for the 
bond that had grown so dim. Perhaps 
Singapore would give us a chance to 
breathe it back to life.IL
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I assumed the immersive exhibits 
at the famed Art Science Museum 
would rejuvenate my mother, who 
was an art student. I was surprised, 
then, when she said “A lotus blooms 
in the muck,” without pausing to 
admire the Skyscraper (the Bruges 
Whale), a sculpture put together 
using plastic waste to raise awareness 
about ocean pollution. 
“It’s strange for a piece 
like this to be installed in 
such a gorgeous setting,” 
she added.

“It’s art, Mum! 
You have to be more 
appreciative of it,” I 
defended. Her critique 
seemed to reinforce just 
how different we were. 

Disappointed, and 
disheartened by the reminder of 
the space between us, I led her 
to the kid’s zone, calming myself 
down and trying not to let my 
hopes for a renewed bond sink. 
Looking for a leveller to ease things, 
we signed up for a joint sketching 
activity. Secretly, I hoped producing 
something together would help 
us connect. As our creative juices 
flowed, our faded relationship 
began to take on the hues and 
shades of something sincere and 
beautiful.

“Look there!” she said excitedly, 
pointing towards a digital screen 
that displayed our creations. “That 
one’s ours.” 

The fish we had drawn, with its 
big black eyes against lemon-yellow 
scales, was emblazoned with our 
names – our family of four. 

Her eyes filled with a distant look, 
Mum went up to the screen and 
reached out, touching the fish as if 
doing so would bring it to life. We 
watched as it flexed its tail back and 

forth, propelling itself 
into the crowded virtual 
tank.

Looking around 
the arena, I saw other 
children sharing 
moments with their 
parents, and my own 
childhood flashed 
before my eyes. That 
momentary glimpse of 
my mother’s childlike 

curiosity, that rare instance where 
she let slip an inner innocence 
and delight at a new experience 
revealed the little girl in her, who 
like me, had lost a vital connection 
to the trials and responsibilities of 
adulthood and motherhood. 

“Our time together was like that 
of friends,” she remarks now, as we 
look back on our trip. 

“You were my mother, and I a 
child who followed you around.” 

Life had indeed come full circle. 

Do you have a tale to tell? We’ll pay 
cash for any original and unpublished 
story we print. See page 7 for details 
on how to contribute.

SECRETLY,  
I HOPED 

PRODUCING 
SOMETHING 
TOGETHER 

WOULD HELP  
US CONNECT 
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You could earn cash by telling us  
about the antics of unique pets or 
wildlife. Turn to page 7 for details  
on how to contribute.

appealing to the crow was a piece  
of bread. 

The crow descended to attempt to 
snatch the prize, but the hens chased 
it away. It flew off, then reappeared 
with another crow. They both flew 
down to try to retrieve the bread, but 
the hens again chased them away.

Undeterred, they came back 

Something To  
Crow About
MARJORIE BECK

Until recently, we had two Isa Brown 
hens named Henny and Penny. 
They were ‘old ladies’ and happily 
roamed about our backyard. They 
had given up laying eggs months 
earlier. It was my custom to throw 
scraps out to them.

One morning, my husband was 
watching a crow perched on the 
back fence, looking at the scraps I 
had thrown for the hens. Especially 

SMART ANIMALS
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A little planning and some hard work reaps rewards
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Smart Animals

with a third crow. Two flew down 
to retrieve the bread and as they 
appeared occupied with being 
chased away by the hens, the third 
crow flew down and snatched the 
prize. The third crow returned to the 
fence, where the other two joined it 
and shared the bread.

Building A Bower
SAMANTHA KENT

My boyfriend recently texted me 
a photo showing two tussocks of 
grass that had suddenly appeared 
on his property in the Blue 
Mountains west of Sydney. 

Unlike the other tussocks that 
dot his yard, these ones were 
shaped like two curved walls of 
grass that met in the middle at the 
top. The ‘nest’ had been built by a 
bird – a bower bird, so named for 
constructions such as this. How 
did we know? The proof was in the 
feathers, bits of plastic and pieces 
of string – all blue – scattered inside 
and around. 

I was able to see the bower 
bird for myself when I visited the 
following Saturday. The avian 
architect and builder appeared that 
morning, making a chattering call 
punctuated by odd purring sounds, 
which alerted me to his presence. 
I looked out the window to see 
him strutting about and hopping 
around the bower, holding a blue 
feather in his beak. The bobbing 
of his head, the wagging of his tail 

and the flicking and twitching of 
his outspread wings were silently 
observed by a female bower bird 
crouching inside the bower. 

The male’s sleek plumage was 
a deep blue-black with a satiny 
sheen. The female had an olive-
green head and neck and a 
speckled chest. The pair engaged 
in their courtship ritual on and off 
throughout the day.

At times the male was so intent on 
ducking off to add another feather 
or petal to the collection, he seemed 
to forget the female completely. She 
would stand up every now and then 
and tuck a stray piece of grass back 
into place, as though adding her 
own personal touch. 

Captivated by the display, I forgot 
about my boyfriend for a few hours, 
until I heard a raucous squawking 
noise and looked out to see him 
bobbing his head in a clumsy but 
endearing bid to get some attention 
himself. 
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P
ets should not be left alone 
for too long during the day. 
But our busy lifestyles will 
sometimes tear us away, 

creating a lot of guilt and worry for 
their wellbeing. Here are some tips to 
keep your pets content.  

KEEP ’EM PURRING
Cats don’t simply curl up and 
sleep when you leave. They need 
stimulation for the period they will 
be left alone. If they have a friend 
or sibling they will create games, 
groom and comfort one another but 
if they are alone they will need more 
stimuli. Leaving the TV or radio on 
can help, and while you work out 
their favourite channel, you can’t go 
far wrong with classical music. P

H
O

T
O

S
: 

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

Lonely 
Pets 

How To Avoid 
Separation Anxiety

BY Sophie Taylor

PETS 
CORNER

A multitude of cat toys are also 
available, some of which are also 
practical for your home, such as 
scratching posts to discourage 
furniture shredding and to keep 
their nails trimmed.

Catnip is another inoffensive 
distraction. This plant sewn 
into fabric toys can have a short 
pleasurable reaction in cats that will 
distract them from any feelings of 
loneliness. 

LONESOME LASSIE
It’s not just smaller dog breeds that 
suffer from separation anxiety. All 
dogs dislike being left alone and 
unfortunately they can’t tell whether 
it’s been ten minutes or ten hours: 
the anguish felt is very similar. But 

14    march 2023



you can help ease the anxiety at 
least. Background noise from the TV 
or radio can help them to feel less 
alone (different dogs prefer different 
styles of music; it’s worth trying out 
a few radio stations).

There is even a dog TV channel 
designed to create happy and calm 
thoughts in dogs, showing idyllic 
scenes of fields, beaches and other 
dogs. It is currently only available 
in the US, but you could play its 
YouTube channel on a screen they 
can see. 

You can also train your dog to 
disassociate your absence with 
negativity by gradually lengthening 
the distance and time of your 
separation until they can be left 
alone for 20 minutes without 
showing their usual symptoms of 
sadness and stress. 

If your dog is fretful, leave them 
with a ‘project’ such as a rubber toy 
filled with cheese and hidden treats 
in their safe zone and perhaps invest 
in a plug-in adaptor that emits anti-
stress smells.

HAPPY POLLY
Luckily, if you have other pets in 
the house, they alone can provide 
company and entertainment for 
your bird. Sometimes another bird 
of the same breed creates tension 
rather than contentment (unless 
they were bought in pairs or flocks).

Alternatively, cartoons or games 
channels left on the TV are the 

programmes of choice for your 
feathered friend. A fish tank can 
also deliver a source of calm and 
amusement for your bird, provided 
it can’t reach into the water. 

THIS LONELY PIGGY
Guinea pigs should be housed 
with siblings or friends and will be 
terribly lonely without other pigs. 
They love to play hide and seek and 
will appreciate simple cardboard 
tunnels or paper bags (with air holes 
cut) that they can run through and 
nibble at. Hanging chunks of apple, 
carrot, orange or lettuce around 
their house can provide hours of 
entertainment, too.

Be sure to change their bedding 
before you leave: a fresh room will 
make them ‘squee’ and jump in 
twists with happiness, known as 
popcorning. Another easy trick 
is to build a safe shelf in your 
guinea’s home that they can access 
via a ramp, so that they are able to 
enjoy a different view.

Guinea pigs get lonely  
without a sibling or friend
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Household costs are skyrocketing. But you can make 
cheaper choices that will also benefit your health

HEALTH

1DITCH THE CAR FOR SHORT 
JOURNEYS For local errands or 

meeting people, either walk or cycle. 
This will not only save money on 
fuel, it will help prevent you from 
becoming too sedentary. Inactivity 
has been called the ‘silent killer’ 
and linked to conditions like heart 
disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes.

2GO TO BED AN HOUR 
EARLIER Lighting and 

electronics, including TVs, laptops 
and game consoles, account 
for around 30 per cent of your 
electricity usage. So going to bed 
earlier could save you money. 

Getting adequate sleep makes 
you less stressed and puts you in a IL
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7 Ways To Be Healthy On A Budget

better mood, as well as bolstering 
your immune system and helping 
to protect you from heart disease, 
diabetes and dementia. Research has 
even shown that people who go to 
bed later gain more weight.

3GET FIT ON THE CHEAP  
There’s no need to pay for 

expensive gym memberships  
or classes. The internet 
is a rich resource for 
videos on activities 
as varied as yoga, 
high intensity or low- 
impact workouts, 
Pilates and dance. 

If you want to get 
more fresh air, then  
opt for brisk walking  
or running (invest in 
the right footwear)  
or cycling. 

Being outdoors in nature is also 
good for your mental health.

4 TURN THE HEATING DOWN A 
NOTCH We don’t want anyone 

to be living in a cold home, but 
many of us keep our thermostats 
higher than necessary. A room 
that’s too hot can dry out sinuses 
and cause skin problems, dry eyes 
and dehydration, which can trigger 
headaches. 

According to the World Health 
Organization, 18°C is the ideal 
temperature for healthy, adequately 
dressed people.

5 BE FLEXIBLE WITH BUYING 
FRESH PRODUCE Instead of 

buying what you want when you 
want it, embrace flexibility and buy 
what’s in season in your area by 
educating yourself on when you 
should be buying your favourite 
fruits and vegetables. “Buying what’s 
in season is not only cheaper, but it 
also tastes better and can have more 

nutrients,” says dietitian 
Megan Casper. Here’s 
another money-saving 
tip: “Try checking out 
your local market at the 
end of the day, when 
they tend to slash prices 
so they don’t have to 
haul perishables back 
home.”

6DRINK WATER 
Soft drinks are 

often high in sugar. Opt for water 
instead, which is vital for keeping 
your mind and body functioning 
properly.

7 MAKE SMART FOOD SWAPS  
Meat is expensive so substitute it 

for other, cheaper forms of protein a 
couple of times a week. Eggs, canned 
fish, plant-based ‘meats’ and dried 
beans and pulses are inexpensive 
and nutritious. Skip highly processed 
foods, such as biscuits and ready 
meals, as these are often high in 
fat and salt. Choose simple, fresh 
ingredients you can cook yourself.  

EGGS, CANNED 
FISH, PLANT-

BASED ‘MEATS’ 
AND DRIED BEANS 
AND PULSES ARE 
INEXPENSIVE AND 

NUTRITIOUS
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Many people look after  
a loved one, but it can take 
a toll on your mental and 

physical health

KNOW THE SIGNS Caring can 
be very stressful, so be alert to the 
warning signs that it’s all getting too 
much. Anxiety or feeling unhappy 
most of the time, being angry or 
irritable, including with the person 
you’re looking after, exhaustion, 
eating too much or too little, resorting 
to alcohol to calm yourself and sleep 
problems should all ring alarm 
bells. There may be physical signs 
too, ranging from feeling dizzy or 
breathless to cramps and chest pains. P
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TALK ABOUT IT Accept your 
feelings – you’re perfectly entitled 
to feel negative about your situation 
– and discuss them with family and 
friends. Have someone you can 
vent to. Consider joining a local 
carers’ group. As well as sharing 
experiences, you may also find it 
useful in getting information about 
ways in which you might get a break 
from caring. Contact your GP if you 
feel it’s affecting your health.

DO ONE THING AT A TIME Try 
to tackle one task at a time, and be 
prepared to say no sometimes.

HAVE A LIST OF BACK-UP 
CARERS You can’t be expected to 
carry the whole burden of caring. Try 
to organise a small network of people 
who can help out from time to time. 
There are also organisations that 
offer respite care.

DON’T IGNORE YOUR OWN LIFE 
Ministering to the needs of someone 
can be all-engulfing. But make sure 
you nurture your own relationships. 
Make a date – a regular one if 
possible – with your significant other 
or with a good friend, or commit 
time to an activity and stick to it. The 
important thing is to schedule in 
some ‘me time’, however brief.

EXERCISE EVERY DAY Physical 
activity is a great stress reliever and 
will mitigate the effects of burnout. 

HEALTH

Beware Carer

BURNOUT

18    march 2023

http://VECTEEZY.COM




WORLD OF MEDICINE

News From The

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

P
H

O
T

O
: 

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S

TURBOCHARGING THE FLU SHOT
Vaccines tend to be less effective 
for older people, who often have 
a weaker immune response. In a 
recent Australian review published 
in the peer-reviewed journal PLOS 
One, people who exercised near the 
time of a flu shot tended to show 
higher antibody responses. 

These effects were especially 
pronounced for participants who 
exercised the same arm that had 
received the jab. Strength training 
causes a helpful kind of muscle 
damage that heals back stronger while 
releasing molecules that may signal 
danger to the immune system, thus 
activating it and boosting the vaccine.

AN EARLY RED FLAG FOR 
PARKINSON’S
According to researchers from the 
University of Birmingham, older 
men who had nightmares 
at least once a week 
were twice as likely to 
develop Parkinson’s 
disease. This 
symptom tended to 
show up a few years 
before more obvious 
ones, such as tremors.

BRISK WALKING SLOWS AGEING
A study by the University of Leicester 
involving nearly 475,000 adults found 
that fast walkers – with a pace of 
more than 6.4 kilometres per hour 
– could be expected to live about 
16 years longer than slow walkers.

SMARTER WAYS TO CONTROL 
ASTHMA FLARE-UPS
After noticing their neighbourhood 
had a high rate of asthma-related 
hospitalisations, researchers at 
Queen Mary University of London 
decided to discover why. They found 
their answer in the records of over 
30,000 asthma patients. A quarter 
of them were prescribed six or more 
rescue inhalers in a year. While this 
device saves lives, using it too often 
can increase severe attacks. 

To avoid this scenario, doctors 
prescribed an additional puffer 

known as a maintenance 
inhaler. When used 

regularly and properly, 
the inhaler helps 
control inflammation 
in the airways and 
prevent asthma flare-

ups from happening 
in the first place.
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M
oments after three-and-a half-year-old 
Mio Vettenterä accidentally swallowed 
the button battery from his family’s 
selfie stick in 2016, he ran crying to his 
mother, Minttu, to tell her. Alarmed, 

Minttu brought him to their local emergency room 
in Riihimäki, a town in southern Finland.

An X-ray showed that the battery had lodged in 
Mio’s oesophagus, but the hospital didn’t have the 
right tools to remove it. By the time doctors at a sec-
ond hospital got the battery out, seven hours had 
passed, and it had severely damaged the boy’s oe-
sophagus and burned a hole in his trachea. He re-
quired 20 reconstructive surgeries to his oesophagus 
– most of them in that first year – and for a few months 

BY Lisa Fields

BUTTON
BATTERIES

Parents and grandparents take note:  
these tiny cells can be deadly for kids

Beware Of
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& Consumer Commission. “If swal-
lowed, a button battery can get stuck 
in a child’s throat and cause a chem-
ical reaction that burns through tis-
sue, causing death or serious injury.” 

This kind of catastrophic scenario 
is a growing concern in many coun-
tries, due to the increasing presence 
of button batteries. Much more ener-
gy is being packed into much smaller 
batteries, says Hans Craen, secretary 
general of the European Portable Bat-

tery Association (EPBA) 
in Brussels. “And we’ve 
seen an increase in 
i t e m s  t h a t  re q u i re 
them.”

The National Safe-
t y Council in the US 
has identified that the 
number of serious in-
juries or deaths as a re-

sult of button batteries has increased 
nine-fold in the last decade. And the 
younger the child, the higher the risk. 

“The zero-to-five age group is more 
likely to experience battery-relat-
ed problems compared to the older 
kids or adults,” says Dr Madhavan 
Ramaswamy, a clinical fellow on the 
tracheal team at Great Ormond Street 
Hospital for Children in London.

It’s difficult to know exactly how 
many children sustain injuries or die 
each year from having ingested but-
ton batteries, because reporting isn’t 
required in most countries.  

Still, according to Dr Ramaswamy, 
the Great Ormond Street Hospital for 

had to be fed through a tube. Now 
age ten, Mio’s oesophagus must be 
monitored for scar-tissue build-up, 
which could impact his ability to eat 
comfortably.

Since Mio’s ordeal, Minttu says “so 
many people have told me that they 
never realised just how dangerous 
those batteries are.”

Little Mio accidentally swallowing a 
button battery is not a remote occur-
rence. It happens to other children 
surprisingly often and 
now, government regu-
lators around the world 
are taking action to 
prevent button battery 
injuries.

Tu c k e d  a w a y  i n 
many everyday items 
– including TV remote 
controls, car key fobs, 
hearing aids, musical greeting cards 
and fitness watches – button batteries 
go largely unnoticed, but we should 
not ignore them. While these items 
power some of our most common 
devices, they have been known to be 
very dangerous when they fall into 
the wrong hands. 

Round and f lat, the silvery coin-
like batteries can be particularly fas-
cinating to preschoolers, who may be 
tempted to pop them in their mouths. 

“They are tiny, shiny and simi-
lar in size to some sweets, making 
them very attractive to young chil-
dren,” says Delia Rickard, deputy 
chair of the Australian Competition 

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

ONE OF THE MAIN 
ISSUES WITH 

BUTTON 
BATTERIES IS 

THAT THEY ARE 
EASY TO ACCESS
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Children reports seeing about one 
child per month with significant in-
ternal burns caused by swallowing a 
button battery. In the Netherlands, 
roughly 15 children are injured and 
two die from button battery inges-
tion each year. And in Australia, three 
children have died since 2017 and one 
child per month is seriously injured.

One of the main issues is that these 
batteries are easy to access. While 
items marketed to children, like toys, 
have compartments that screw shut, 
many everyday devices – including 
LED lights, calculators and glucome-
ters – do not. Without those, children 
can pry batteries free, or batteries 
can fall out if the device is dropped.

A lack of education about the risks 
is also a big hurdle: many adults leave 
used batteries lying around, wrongly 
assuming that they aren’t harmful.

DIFFICULT TO DIAGNOSE
One reason young children sustain 
button-battery injuries is their nar-
row oesophagi. If an older child or 
adult swallows a button battery, it’s 
less likely to become lodged; it can 
then pass freely into and through the 
person’s digestive system. 

When a button battery does get 
caught in the oesophagus, it press-
es against delicate tissue while also 
coming in contact with saliva. The 
liquid activates the battery’s current 
and forms hydroxide, which burns 
the oesophagus and causes tissue 
damage. P
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Just a few of the 
items that require 
button batteries: 
watches, hearing 
aids and key fobs 
for vehicles

rdasia.com   25

Beware Of Button Batteries

http://rdasia.com


All button batteries contain lithium, 
alkaline, silver oxide or zinc. In recent 
years, more devices have required the 
lithium kind, which have numerous 
advantages, including excellent ener-
gy-to-weight ratios and a slower loss 
of charge when not in use. However, 
lithium batteries’ bigger size – often 
20 millimetres or larger – and the fact 
that they release more energy make 
them more dangerous if swallowed.

The immediate side effects of one 
getting stuck are coughing, vomit-
ing, wheezing, drooling and difficul-
ty swallowing, but because these are 
things children commonly do, it can 
be difficult to pinpoint that the child 
is reacting to a battery.

“There are no symptoms that are 
exclusive to swallowing a button 
battery,” Dr Ramaswamy says. “And 
when the kids are of non-verbal age, 
they may be crying, they may be in 

discomfort, but they can’t actually 
tell you there’s something hurting in 
their throat or that it’s burning.”

The European Society for Paediat-
ric Gastroenterology, Hepatology and 
Nutrition (ESPGHAN) recommends 
removing a button battery within 
two hours of ingestion. However, 
when parents aren’t aware of what’s 
happened, it may stay in the child’s 
throat for hours or even days. 

“If a button battery goes through 
the oesophageal wall, then very soon 
it damages the trachea or one of the 
big arteries, like the aorta,” says Dr 
Lissy de Ridder, an author of ESP-
GHAN’s position paper on button 
battery ingestion and a paediatric 
gastroenterologist at Sophia Chil-
dren’s Hospital/Erasmus Medical 
Centre in Rotterdam, Netherlands. 
“If it burns a hole in the aorta, then 
a child may quickly bleed to death.”

• Keep button 
batteries out of reach 
and sight on a high 
shelf in a cabinet. 
• Safely dispose of 
used ones. If your 
community doesn’t 
have specialised drop-
off areas and you must 
put batteries in your 
garbage bin, be sure to 
secure them between 

two large strips of clear 
tape in case they catch 
a child’s eye. That 
makes them less easy 
to swallow.
• When you buy 
products that use 
button batteries, 
ensure the battery 
cover is properly 
secured. 
• Do your best to know 

which of your devices 
require button 
batteries and where 
they are in your house; 
store these devices out 
of reach of small 
children. 
• If a battery is missing 
and you suspect your 
child ingested it, head 
to the nearest hospital 
immediately.

PREVENTING INJURY AND FATALITIES
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If there is any suspicion that a child 
has swallowed a button battery, get to 
an emergency department as quick-
ly as possible, so doctors can take 
X-rays.

RAISING AWARENESS
Prompted by child injuries and fa-
talities, in June last year, Austral-
ia became the first country in the 
world to enact safety and informa-
tion standards to reduce the risk of 
harm from button batteries. Battery 
manufacturers and suppliers are 
now required to use child-resistant 
packaging and warning labels, and 
must create secure compartments 
for products containing button bat-
teries sold in Australia. 

In Europe, EPBA and ESPGHAN 
have partnered to raise awareness 
about the dangers of button battery 
ingestion and to have an impact on 
legislation and safety standards. The 
UK introduced additional safety re-
quirements in 2021, and in the US a 
bill demanding extra safety stand-
ards became law in August 2022.

“To change legislation, you need 
robust lobbying, like in the US and 
Australia,” says Dr Christos Tzi-
vinikos, a member of ESPGHAN’s 

button battery task force and head of 
the paediatric gastroenterology sec-
tion at Al Jalila Children’s Specialty 
Hospital in Dubai. “Building on the 
important groundwork around safety 
standards that the EPBA has done, we 
are now also lobbying strongly in Eu-
rope. We just need to drive our efforts 
even further – and that’s what ESP-
GHAN has been trying to do.”

For now, the industry is enacting 
some change on its own. Reputable 
battery manufacturers already sell 
button batteries in child-resistant 
packaging across Europe, according 
to Craen. And some are investigating 
whether additional measures could 
help. Possible ideas include coating 
batteries with a bitter substance so 
that children spit them out, and in-
corporating a dye that will colour the 
child’s mouth or tongue upon inges-
tion to tip off parents. 

In t he meant ime, w idespread 
awareness of the hazards of button 
batteries is crucial to avoid further 
tragedies. 

As Dr de Ridder says, “There are 
millions of batteries around the 
world already. Selling the new ones 
in a protected seal doesn’t do the job 
on its own.” 

Creepy Doll

A British husband-and-wife team who run the Museum of Haunted 
Objects from their home in Yorkshire claim their Annabelle 

Raggedy Ann is ‘possessed’ after watching CCTV footage showing 
it moving out of its display cabinet. METRO.CO.UK
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SEVEN SCIENCE-BACKED SOLUTIONS 
TO HELP YOU FEEL YOUR BEST

BY Lisa Bendall

WITH ADDITIONAL RESEARCH FROM Lorraine Shah

I L L U S T R AT I O N S  B Y  R YA N  S N O O K
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SACHIN OZA always seemed to catch 
whatever cold and f lu germs were 
f lying around. Despite being only 
in his mid-30s, he felt out of shape 
and out of sorts. He realised that if 
he didn’t make some changes, his 
immune function would continue 
to worsen with age. “I have a family 
background of diabetes, high cho-
lesterol and heart disease,” says Oza. 
“I had to take action.”

But Oza’s lifestyle stood in the 
way. He clocked long days working 
in finance, with little opportunity to 
be active or focus on his wellbeing. 
His commute from his home to the 
office was stressful and time-con-
suming, and he was spending far too 
many hours stuck behind his desk.

Oza’s increasingly sedentary life-
style had repercussions. In addition 

to catching bugs easily, he didn’t 
sleep well, his body ached and he felt 
lethargic. “My immune system was 
really weak,” recalls Oza. “I knew 
that I shouldn’t be feeling this way 
before even hitting 40.” 

So began a 15-year journey to 
overhaul his health. He implement-
ed some changes to his diet. He in-
troduced more raw fruit and vegeta-
bles and cut down on junk food. He 
started going for runs, and began 
interval training, resistance training 
and stretching. He also became in-
terested in mindfulness, practising 
deep-breathing and meditation.

Now 49, Oza feels like a new man. 
“I catch colds far less frequently than 
before,” he says. His aches and pains 
have eased, his stress levels are low-
er, and he sleeps soundly. “I no longer 
wake up in the early hours, which has 
made a huge difference in how I feel.”

There are many factors affecting 
the immune system that we can’t 
control – ageing weakens our im-
mune function, for example, and we 
have individual genetic differences 
that affect how we deal with disease. 
Malnutrition (from a dwindling ap-
petite or a disorder like coeliac dis-
ease) or physical immobility (due to 
bed rest or a temporary injury) also 
impair our immunity.

In addition, sometimes a weak im-
mune system is a red f lag for more 
serious medical conditions or oth-
er problems that should be looked 
into by a doctor. They can include P
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recurring digestive issues, getting 
unusual illnesses that those close to 
you don’t catch, having slow-healing 
scrapes and cuts, and catching new 
illnesses before you’ve recovered 
from the previous ones. 

Still, Oza has reason to be hopeful 
that he’ll combat diseases better as 
he begins his sixth decade. As scien-
tists are discovering, certain lifestyle 
changes can improve the body’s abil-
ity to fight illness and infection. 

OUR IMMUNE FUNCTION is incredi-
bly complex. “We’re still struggling 
to understand it,” says Dr Donald 
Vinh, an infectious-disease spe-
cialist and medical microbiologist 
at McGill University. “We’ve made 
progress in the last 50 years, but it’s 
a young field.”

Compared to the cardiovascular 
system or respiratory function, the 
human immune system has a pleth-
ora of nuts and bolts. These include 
antibodies, organs, proteins and en-
zymes. There are also lymphocytes, 
a type of white blood cell, which 
include natural killer cells (these at-
tack infected cells) and memory cells  
(B and T lymphocytes designed to re-
member and do battle with a germ if 
it ever returns). 

Aspects of our immune system are 
found throughout our bodies, from 
our skin to our brains. Even the mu-
cous in our lungs and the acid in our 
stomachs are part of our body’s de-
fences.

All of these moving parts comple-
ment each other. Some are tools we’re 
born with, already primed to recog-
nise and attack certain invaders – 
known as innate immunity. Others 
are instruments for figuring out how 
to defend against bugs we encoun-
ter for the first time, called adaptive  
immunity.

Because of this complexity, anyone 
seeking a quick fix or miracle pill is 
out of luck. “People think they can 
just boost the immune system as if it 
were a muscle, but it’s far from that 
simple,” notes Dr Vinh.

But like any bodily function, im-
munity works best when we support 
our general health – and researchers 
around the world are getting clos-
er to exposing more links between 
the choices we make and how well 
our immune systems work. Here are 
seven practical approaches that are 
proven to show some results. 
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HAVE YOUR SHOTS

When it comes to powering up the 
immune system, vaccines are the 
most important breakthrough in 
history. Childhood vaccinations, for 
example, have been a key factor in 
our longer lifespan today. Even be-
fore COVID-19, vaccinations against 
diseases like f lu and measles were 
saving four to five million lives a 
year, according to the World Health 
Organization. “Vaccines don’t fix all 
problems, but they’re profoundly ef-
fective,” Dr Vinh says.

A vaccine provides a training ses-
sion for our adaptive immunity, 
showing it how to fight an invader it’s 
never seen before. “After the vaccine, 

you’ll have antibodies already made, 
so when you see the bug, you’re pre-
armed and ready,” Dr Vinh explains, 
adding that researchers are develop-
ing drugs to try to boost innate immu-
nity, as well.

WATCH WHAT YOU EAT

Inflammation, a chemical cascade 
that’s a critical part of our immune 
response, also has a dark side. When 
it’s helping, inflammation traps  
viruses and bacteria by triggering 
fluid and swelling. It also aids in 
healing by calling for a clean-up 
crew of specialised white blood cells 
called phagocytes. 

But inflammation is also triggered 
by glucose and fats, and if it’s con-
stant, it can wreak havoc on your 
body – causing health problems such 
as diabetes, liver disease and cardi-
ovascular disease. Refined carbs, 
like white f lour and sugar-sweet-
ened drinks, have long been linked 
to higher levels of inflammation in 
the body.

“Having junk food once in a while 
isn’t going to impact your health,” 
says nutritionist Charlotte Debeugny. 
“But if it features consistently in your 
diet, you’re in danger of it replacing 
the healthier foods and nutrients that 
you need for your immune system.”

Many studies draw a connection 
between nutrition and immune func-
tion. In 2021, Harvard researchers 

32    march 2023

R E A DER’S DIGE ST



rated the eating habits of almost 
600,000 people and found that those 
whose diets placed the most empha-
sis on plant-based foods had a 41 per 
cent lower risk of getting severely ill 
with COVID-19 compared to those 
with the worst diets. 

Should we use dietar y supple-
ments? For most of us, even as we 
age, a balanced and varied diet gives 
us most of the nutrients and micro-
nutrients we need. But in rare cases, 
vitamin deficiencies can interfere 
with immune function. If you’re ve-
gan, you should take a vitamin B12 
supplement, and if you aren’t getting 
a lot of sun exposure, you may re-
quire vitamin D. To determine if you 
have a deficiency, get a blood test.

GET MOVING

It’s been established that people 
without much mobility, or those who 
never exercise, have less resistance 
to bugs. Regular moderate physical 
activity, on the other hand, optimis-
es immune function. And it doesn’t 
take much. A US study of almost 
50,000 people with COVID-19 infec-
tions found that those with inactive 
lifestyles had a higher risk of hospi-
talisation, while people who exer-
cised, even a bit, were more likely to 
get better on their own.

In an experiment published in 
2018 by Duke University’s School 
of Medicine, inactive seniors with 

rheumatoid arthritis improved their 
innate immunity and lowered in-
f lammation by adding 30-minute 
exercise sessions three times a week. 
Researchers are looking into why, but 
in 2021 a paper in Nature revealed a 
clue, showing that walking and run-
ning stimulate the production of  
B and T lymphocytes in the bones. 

Avoid going to extremes, though; 
some research shows that prolonged, 
marathon-style physical exertion may 
disrupt our normal immune func-
tion. Aim for ten to 30 minutes of ex-
ercise every day to get the immune 
benefits. 

Oza, who today runs an oil and gas 
company, has built daily activity into 
his routine. “I now work from home, 
which makes it much easier to fit ex-
ercise into my day,” he says. “I run 
four times a week.”P
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DRINK LESS ALCOHOL  
AND MORE WATER

Alcohol negatively affects the im-
mune system in a variety of ways. 
Excessive drinkers, for example, 
can have a higher risk of pneumonia 
and they take longer to recover from  
injuries and infections. 

If you’re a regular drinker, Debeu-
gny suggests trying lower-alcohol 
brands, having a glass of water after 
each drink, increasing the ratio of 
soda water in your mix, and having 
alcohol-free days, noting: “Some-
times it’s best just to say ‘Tonight, I’m 
not drinking’.” Planning a few nights 
a week to be alcohol free can be a 
good habit for long-term liver health.

HARNESS YOUR  
MIND POWER

When a burst of fear or anxiety does 
what it’s designed to do, our bodies 
are flooded with hormones that help 
us fight or flee – by raising our heart 
rate and blood pressure to circulate 
oxygen, for example. This is called 
the sympathetic response. Then our 
parasympathetic response kicks in, 
slowing our heart rate and relaxing 
us. But chronic stress – from finan-
cial worries, say – means those hor-
mones keep building and circulat-
ing, which is unhealthy. 

Over time, chronic stress can sap 

our defences and destroy immune 
cells. A 2021 study at Western Univer-
sity in Canada, for instance, showed 
that one type of stress hormone, 
called glucocorticoids, can reduce 
the function of a class of T cells that 
fights cancer.

Dr Catherine Wikholm, a UK-based 
clinical psychologist, suggests that 
any short break from constant stress 
will help. “Do some activities that help 
to release physical tension and leave 
you feeling relaxed and recharged,” 
she says. “Singing, dancing and 
laughing are great for reducing stress 
and boosting our immune system.”

You can also train yourself to in-
duce physical relaxation in your 
body. Try deep breathing or, better 
yet, do an online search for guided 
relaxation and learn how to clench 
and release muscle groups. “Deep 
breathing is both simple and effec-
tive,” says Dr Wikholm. “It can re-
duce levels of stress hormones and 
slow down the heart rate.”

HIT THE HAY

A consistently good sleep of seven to 
eight hours each night lowers our risk 
of infection and chronic inflamma-
tion. Just like exercise, sleep affects 
immunity in many and varied ways. 

One recent study found that sen-
iors with more sleep disruptions 
scored lower on cognitive tests but 
also had immune differences; on 
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later brain autopsies, there were un-
healthy changes to their microglia, 
immune cells in their brain tissue 
responsible for removing debris and 
battling infection.

Unfortunately, people tend to have 
more trouble sleeping after about age 
55 because their body clocks don’t 
work as well. 

“Keeping your sleep schedule con-
sistent is one of the most important 
things you can do,” says Dr Wikholm. 
“Go to bed at around the same time 
each night and get up at a similar 
time each morning. Getting your 
body used to a routine makes it easier 
to fall asleep quickly, therefore max-
imising the amount of sleep you get.”

BREATHE FRESH AIR

Time outdoors gives you a break from 
indoor air, where infectious bugs may 
circulate, but it also has benefits for 
your immune function. A bout of 
sunlight during the day improves 
your sleep rhythm at night and al-
lows your body to produce essential 
vitamin D. 

And it may do even more: in 2016, 
researchers at Georgetown Univer-
sity Medical Center in Washington, 
DC, demonstrated that the sun’s 
rays increased the activity of T cells.  
Going outdoors usually leads to get-
ting some exercise, and it’s even been 
shown that exposure to natural envi-
ronments reduces stress and anxiety.

In addition to maintaining a bal-
anced diet and a consistent exercise 
regime, Oza makes a conscious effort 
to spend more time outside. 

As time goes on, he has become 
even more convinced of the health 
benefits of the changes that he has 
implemented over recent years. All 
in all, he is gratified with his new life. 

“As I enter my 50s, my immune sys-
tem is in better shape than ever. 
Changing my lifestyle is one of the 
best things I have ever done.”  

Sometimes a weak immune 
response is a red flag for more 
serious medical conditions  
or other problems. If you 
experience any of the following, 
speak with your GP:

• You get ill too often.
•  You have recurring digestive 

issues, such as a sore stomach or 
diarrhoea. 

•  You get unusual illnesses that 
your friends and family members 
don’t catch. 

•  Scrapes and cuts take a long time 
to heal. 

•  You seem to catch new bugs 
before you’ve recovered from the 
previous ones. 

•  Your allergy symptoms wear you 
down more than usual.

SIGNS YOU NEED MORE 
THAN A BOOST
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Suits Me
Reluctant to pay $25 to have one of 
my husband’s old suits dry cleaned, 
I donated it to our local charity shop. 
Imagine my surprise when I spotted 
it in the window a few days later, all 
spruced up and labelled as a star 
item. Unable to resist a bargain, 
I hurried inside and was more 
than happy to buy it back for $10.    
 SUBMIT TED BY MAGGIE COBBET T

Not-So-Green Thumb
Did I ‘kill a plant’, or did the plant 
just not have what it takes to thrive 
in this fast-paced environment?

@SAR AHCL A Z ARUS 

Read The Label
An angry woman sitting next to me 
at a restaurant said to the waiter, “I 
don’t know what kind of ruse you’re 
trying to pull, but I’ve had soup du 
jour before and (points to bowl), 
this isn’t it.”                     @AMYSELW YN 

What Makes You Ink So?
A little girl and her mum were 
looking at me in the coffee shop 
this morning. Finally, the little girl 
shuffled up to me, pointed at my 
tattoos and asked, “Do you have to 
put those on by yourself every day or 
does your mummy help you?”

TUMBLR.COM

LIFE’S LIKE THAT
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Seeing The Funny Side

“Let’s dig deeper. What makes you use the sad emoji?”
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Not Thinking Alike
Friends of ours announced that they 
were getting divorced and I was 
shocked. 

“I don’t get it,” I said. “They were 
so compatible.”

My husband shrugged. 
“I guess they had irreconcilable 

similarities.”
SUBMIT TED BY DIXIE RICHARDSON

Good Try
“Come on. It’s time that all good 
little boys were in bed,” I told my 
five year old, Samuel, as he lingered 
around past his bedtime.

“But Mum,” he pleaded. “I 
haven’t been very good today, have 
I? In fact, I’m sure I’ve been quite 
naughty.”
 SUBMIT TED BY LUCY L A STIC

Business Of The House
My husband calls our Bluetooth 
speaker ‘Mr Speaker’ and addresses 
it as though we are in Parliament.

@TOKS _W

Romance In Blooms
My wife recently got 
cross with me because 
I never buy her flowers, 
and this was very 
surprising because I 
didn’t even know that 
she sold flowers.

SUBMIT TED BY MEHTAB BR AR

I’d invent an app that beeps in your 
pocket when you get within a few 

metres of someone you don’t want 
to bump into, so you have time to 

turn around and find another route.  
@MARLEYSHOWLER

A company that makes bouncing 
planes called Boeing!   

@SANDIW 77

Archibald. It’s like Alexa, but a much 
less common name, so she won’t 
think you’re talking to her every 

time you talk to your friend Alexa.  

@WALKERLOVESPETS

A combination coffee shop/law firm 
that specialises in divorces. It’d be 

called Grounds for Divorce.  
@JOHNEDDIEMUSIC

THE GREAT TWEET OFF:  
GET RICH QUICK 

SCHEMES
Twitter users’ ideas they’re sure will 

bring in the big bucks.

Life’s Like That
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SEE THE WORLD...
Turn the page ››
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...DIFFERENTLY

Sea Of Birds
Gannets may be clumsy creatures on 

land, but they are elegant in flight. Seen 
here in the chilly North Sea, their hunting 

technique is reminiscent of a dive-bomber. 
With half-flattened wings and at a speed of 

up to 100km/h, the birds pierce through 
the sea’s surface to catch fish and squid 

below. With a bit of luck, they can snatch 
several in a single dive, swallowing 

everything completely before resurfacing.

PHOTOS: AC TION PRE S S/BRIA N M AT THE WS/S WNS.COM
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PHOTOS: (THIS PAGE) A LISON JOHNS TON; (OPPOSITE)  
H A RRIS T WEED AUTHORIT Y BY JACK SON TUCKER LYNCH

I f Iain Martin looked out the window of his 
shed on the Scottish island of Lewis and 
Harris, he would see his sheep lying on the 
grass outside with the sea and mountains 

in the background. It’s a radiantly beautiful 
morning, but he doesn’t have time for this scene 
of idyllic charm. 

A

Revival
BY Alexander Mühlauer F R O M  SÜDDEUTSCHE ZEITUNG

Scottish tweed on the Outer Hebrides  
is experiencing a renaissance

42    march 2023



Today, residents of the Outer Hebrides still 
weave Harris Tweed by hand. In the past, 
plants from the islands gave it its colour

CULTURE
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Martin, 52, with short grey hair 
and wearing a woollen jumper, sits in 
his shed with his back to the window. 
Stoically, he steps on a pedal with his 
foot. Click clack. Click clack.

Click clack. That’s what it sounds 
like when Martin is working on his 
loom. It is the sound that has radi-
ated throughout the course of his 
life, reminding him of his childhood 
when it dominated the airways of the 
island. Click clack. Back then, every 
neighbour had a loom to make the 
island’s special fabric from coarse 
new wool. Tweed not only kept them 
warm, but gave them an income.

Today there aren’t many around 
Martin who have mastered 
this craft. He still lives on 
Lewis and Harris, a Scot-
tish island in the Out-
er Hebrides. Over 1300 
t w e e d w e av er s  w er e 
registered here in t he 
late 1960s. Today only 229 
are left.

Martin’s ancestors landed on 
the island in 1741, at a place whose 
Gaelic name is not easy for foreign-
ers to pronounce: Airidh a’ Bhruaich. 
Martin is a fourth-generation weaver 
and works on a loom from 1926 – the 
same loom he watched his grandfa-
ther use when he was a young child. 

Martin weaves three metres of fab-
ric per hour. Depending on how well 
things are going, he can do 100 to 
150 metres in a week. Before he starts 
weaving, he shackles the yarn he has 

rolled onto small spindles. Martin can 
process six different coloured yarns at 
once. Some are subtle, others more 
conspicuous. Martin himself likes it 
classic. His own tweed jacket is grey, 
with some green and orange speckles.

A MAJOR ORDER  
ENDED THE CRISIS
The fabrics are in the colours of the 
island. The green and brown of the 
meadows. The blue of the sky and 
the sea. The grey of the rocks. The 
orange, red and purple of the f low-
ers that bloom in spring and summer.

In the past, when there were no 
factories, the freshly sheared sheep’s 

wool was dyed with lichen and 
herbs. Martin still has knives 

and spoons at home which 
were once used to scrape 
lichen from the rocks. He 

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

SCOTLAND

Elgin

Perth
Dundee

Aberdeen

Edinburgh

Inverness

Fort William

LEWIS AND 
HARRIS

Stornoway
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kept them and now shows them to 
customers who visit.

He was recently v isited by an 
American who works in London and 
who had come to see where and how 
the tweed for his suit was made. The 
customer then took the fabric to a 
shop on London’s Savile Row, where 
the United Kingdom’s most famous 
tailors work.

First the weaving, then the tailor-
ing, that takes a few weeks. “The wait 
is worth it,” says Martin. “After all, 
you then own a piece of clothing that 
you can wear all your life.” 

A tweed suit is something that 
won’t go out of style anytime soon. 
Especially not in Great Britain, where 
the cloth has become popular again 
in recent years. This is partly due 
to popular television series such as 
Downton Abbey, which tells the fate 
of a noble family and their staff at the 

The idyllic location where Iain Martin lives and weaves

beginning of the 20th century. Well-
dressed people in tweed also appear 
in The Crown and Peaky Blinders.

Things haven’t always gone as 
well for the weavers in the Outer 
Hebrides though. In the early 2000s, 
the island’s tweed industry was on 
the brink of collapse as demand 
tapered of f, and many younger 
people considered tweed to be old- 
fashioned.

But then something happened that 
Iain Martin calls the ‘Nike boom’. One 
March day in 2004, Nike, the sporting 
goods company, contacted Donald 
John Mackay, a weaver on the island. 
The brief: Mackay was to produce 950 
metres of tweed for a shoe reissue. No 
problem for Mackay. Or so he thought. 
But someone at Nike had made a 
typo: a zero was missing, the compa-
ny wanted 9500 metres. And in eight 
weeks. Mackay couldn’t do that. At 
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least not alone. And so he mobilised 
all the islanders who could still weave.

Iain Martin took part. “Suddenly 
we were back in business,” he says. 
“If John Mackay and Nike hadn’t ex-
isted, our industry would probably 
have died out completely.” 

The Tweed Mill, in which new wool 
used to be spun three days a week, 
increased its production to seven. 
At last the weavers had work again. 
But the ‘Terminator Nike’ sneaker 
was just the beginning of the new 
tweed boom. Suddenly, emissaries 
from major fashion houses in Paris 
and Milan came to the island to buy 
tweed fabric.

Nike turned to a tweed weaver in 
the Outer Hebrides because of the 
island’s special fabric weaving rep-
utation and history. Harris Tweed 
has been a registered trademark in 

t he United K ingdom 
since 1910. For a long 
t ime, qualit y control 
was the responsibili-
ty of the Harris Tweed 
Association, a traders’ 
association that is also 
responsible for mar-
ket ing t he fabric. In 
1993, the British Parlia-
ment passed the Harris 
Tweed Act which states: 
“Harris Tweed is a fab-
ric handwoven by the 
islanders of Lewis, Har-
ris, Uist and Barra in 
their homes from pure 

new wool, dyed and spun in the Out-
er Hebrides.”

Since then, the Harris Tweed Au-
thority has been responsible for en-
suring compliance with the law. It is 
based at the port of Stornoway, the 
largest town in the archipelago and 
home to around 7000 inhabitants. 
The imposing brick building with 
the red doors and windows stands 
out from the row of houses by the 
harbour – a testament to the impor-
tance that Tweed has on the islands.

HARRIS TWEED  
– THE GENUINE BRAND
Thanks to the Harris Tweed Act, 
self-employed weavers like Martin 
are entitled to have their finished 
woven fabric washed by one of the 
island’s mills. This essential process 
ensures all remaining oil residues 

Iain Martin works with a loom from 1926,  
the same one his grandfather used
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from the loom are removed from the 
fabric. Once the washing is complet-
ed, a stamp is ironed onto the fab-
ric, identifying it as genuine Harris 
Tweed. The trademark consists of 
the Maltese cross and an orb. Every 
Harris Tweed garment comes with 
this certificate of authenticity.

Martin prides himself on the legal 
protections his craft enjoys. To pay 
him a visit, head south from Storno-
way until you see a handwritten sign: 
‘Seaforth Harris Tweed’. At the end 
of the path is Martin’s shed. In the 
house next door he 
has some handmade 
souvenirs placed on 
a table for sale: soft 
toys, cushions and 
Christmas baubles, 
all made of tweed.

F r om he r e  y ou 
can look out over 
the ‘sleeping beau-
ty’ of Loch Seaforth, 
which stretches in-
land to the moun-
tains beyond, where 
500 sheep graze. Martin doesn’t 
know whether anyone will take over 
his work as a tweed weaver. He has no 
children, but his nieces and nephews 
sometimes help him on weekends. 
“They have to decide if they want to 
weave,” he says, sounding like he still 
holds out some hope.

It’s a good 45 minutes by car from 
Martin’s shed to the tweed factory in 
Shawbost. Not only are the weavers’ 

fabrics washed and stamped with the 
Harris Tweed logo at the Tweed Mill, 
this is where the weavers get their 
yarn from. 

Margaret Macleod, 46, wearing a 
dark blue tweed blazer, is sales man-
ager for Harris Tweed Hebrides. That’s 
the name of the company that runs 
the factory, with 70 employees and 
another 100 self-employed weavers.

Macleod regularly takes visitors 
through the spinning mill, starting 
at the beginning of the manufactur-
ing process where the new wool is 

washed and dried. 
T hen t he wool is 
placed in large vats 
filled with dye and 
agitated until it turns 
the right colour. The 
dye recipes a re a 
tightly held secret. 

In the end, a yarn 
usually consists of 
d i f ferent colou rs, 
such as yellow and 
two different shades 
of brown. Then, it is 

gradually spun with the help of auto-
matic machines.

After that, the spools of thread are 
put in a basket, packed into plastic 
bags and delivered to the weavers. 
Each bag contains a note with the 
exact instructions of what is to be 
woven on behalf of the customer.

Today, 60 per cent of the island’s 
tweed fabrics are exported to the US, 
Japan and the European Union. The 

A YARN USUALLY 
CONSISTS OF 

DIFFERENT 
COLOURS, SUCH 
AS YELLOW AND 

TWO SHADES  
OF BROWN
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rest is destined for the market in the 
UK. In 2020, Harris Tweed Hebrides 
achieved annual sales of £6 million 
(A$10 million). Macleod says she 
is careful to develop new products 
alongside the classic tweed jackets. 
To show me what she means, she 
pulls out a dark blue tweed ski jacket 
from the Italian men’s fashion brand 
Stone Island. 

Macleod hopes that despite the 
ongoing pandemic and Brexit, the 
tweed industry will remain com-
petitive.

Weaver Ian Mackay, 50, sits in his 
shed a few minutes from the spin-
ning mill. He views the future slightly 
differently: “I can weave as much as 
I want, but if the marketing and PR 
aren’t right, it doesn’t help me at all.” 

Unlike Iain Martin, Mackay’s loom 
was manufactured in the early 1990s. 
He not only works with more weave 
colours, he also works faster. 

Mackay has been weaving since he 
was 16 and has weathered the highs 
and lows of the tweed industry. Dur-
ing the downturns, he’s worked odd P
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jobs, repairing machines and working 
as a firefighter. Fortunately, he hasn’t 
had to resort to that for ten years. 

Today, he steps into the pedals 
of his loom much like he’s about to 
ride a bike. Mackay loves the sound 
of weaving. But the click clack is not 
as loud in his shed as it is in Martin’s 
shed. 

Above left: Harris Tweed clothing carries 
a certificate of authenticity. Left: Thanks 
to this sneaker, the renaissance of the 
heritage fabric began. Above: Yarn is 
drawn onto rolls in the spinning mill

Mackay can pretty much identify 
which country the tweed he’s work-
ing on is destined for. 

“Americans and Europeans prefer 
classic patterns,” he says. “Particu-
larly colourful fabrics go to Japan.” 
One Japanese customer even ordered 
a pink-checkered pattern, he laughs. 

Mackay doesn’t have to say that he 
wouldn’t go out on the street in a pink 
tweed suit. Nor does he have to. He 
only weaves.  
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The Best Medicine

Technical Terms About 
Computers For Farmers 
Log on: when you want to make the 
homestead warmer.
Log off: timberrrrrrrrrrrr.
Mega Hertz: when you are not 
careful getting the firewood.
Lap top: where the cat sleeps.
Byte: what mosquitoes do.
Modem: what I did to the hay fields.
Keyboard: where the keys hang.
Mouse: little critters that eat the 
grain in the barn.

 funny-jokes.com

No Speed To Argue
Alan is in court and standing in 
front of the magistrates after trying 
to argue his way out of his speeding 
ticket. The magistrates find him 
guilty, fine him $150 and give him 
a receipt. Alan, a bit upset by losing 
the case, sarcastically asks, “What 
am I supposed to do with this, 
frame it?” 

“No,” replies the head magistrate, 
“You keep it. Two more and you can 
get a bicycle.” 

Seen online

LAUGHTER
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“Can you believe he’s trying to get crowdfunding for this?”
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Laughter

Circle Of Life

Young people think they know it all, 
old people think they know it all, 
and there’s a sweet spot right in the 
middle where we know that nobody 
really knows anything.

@CROCKETTFORREAL

Timeless
Who decided to call the streaming 
service Disney+ and not Vault Disney?

Seen on Twitter 

Fun In The Sun
People say I don’t know how to use 
sunscreen correctly. Alright, no need 
to rub it in. GARY DEL ANEY, COMEDIAN

Food For Thought
Never buy too much rocket. It goes off 
quickly. IAN POWER, COMEDIAN

The closest I’ve ever come to winning 
the lottery is finding a rogue onion 
ring in my fries.  @prufrockluvsong

Make A Wish
I met a magical genie  

who gave me one wish.  I said, 
“I wish I could be you.”

The genie said,  
“Weurd wush but U wull  

grant ut.” 
Seen on Twitter

REMEMBERING THE  
IDES OF MARCH

Roman dictator Julius Caesar 
was famously assassinated on  
the Ides of March (March 15)  

by a group of conspirators, 
including his pals Brutus  

and Cassius.
 Who’s in favour of bringing back 

the use of Roman numerals?  
I for one. Seen on Twitter

The Roman Emperor’s wife hates 
playing hide and seek because 

wherever she goes Julius Caesar. 
ADELE CLIFF, Comedian

What did Caesar say when he ran 
into his friend at a music lesson?

“Etude, Brute?”

Why did Julius Caesar want to  
quit politics?

All that backstabbing was too  
much for him.

What did the ancient Roman 
weatherman say when his emperor 

asked for a forecast?
“Hail, Caesar!” jojojokes.com

http://jojojokes.com


THE
Beauty Queens
OF AL DHAFRA
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Welcome to Al Dhafra’s camel beauty pageant,  
where the competition is tough

BY Kester Schlenz   F R O M  S T E R N 

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  C A S P A R  W Ü N D R I C H

CULTURE
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Wündrich was finally led through the 
entrance gate – a wire fence covered 
with hessian – by attentive guards. 
There he entered a world where mod-
ern-day big money and Arab history 
combine to form an intriguing mixture 
of old and new culture.

Hom a ge i s  pa id here to t he 
Bedouin nomadic way of life as it 
once was – before oil, skyscrapers 
and football clubs. Camel owners sit 
on golden chairs in the grandstand 
or in large, luxurious air-condi-
tioned tents, but the most important 
thing here is the camel.

For centuries in the Arab world, 
a man’s wealth was measured by 

he fictional Hunch-
back of Notre Dame 
su f fered f rom h is 
h u m p.  B u t  h e r e , 
180 kilometres from 
the sk yscrapers of 
Abu Dhabi, a real-

ly large growth is considered the 
height of beauty. And if black, bristly 
hairs sprout from it – even better. Add 
puffy, drooping lips, and the ideal of 
beauty is complete. We are talking 
about camels here – female camels. 

In December 2021, German pho-
tographer Caspar Wündrich travelled 
to the United Arab Emirates to attend 
the Al Dhafra Festival’s camel beauty 
contest in the Gulf. What sounds bi-
zarre to us is a big thing in the Arab 
world, because it’s all about glamour, 
honour and a lot of money. A total of 
US$14 million is up for grabs as the 
region’s uber-wealthy camel owners 
send their extremely valuable even-
toed ungulates to compete on the 
camel catwalk.

The action takes place at the edge 
of the Rub al Khali, the world’s largest 
sand desert, a two-hour drive south-
west of Abu Dhabi. All around there 
is hectic activity; photographers, TV 
crews, curious spectators and excited 
competitors.

From inside the gates of this huge 
fest ival that celebrates Bedouin 
culture, a very old-fashioned smell 
wafts out – an aroma of stables and 
camels. Entry to the competition is 
strictly guarded. After waiting a while, 
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the number of camels he owned. 
Long-distance trade was practically 
impossible without the enduring ani-
mals. Camels also have an enormous 
significance in the Arabic context, 
where the animal is seen as a par-
ticularly graceful and patient animal. 
Camel is even a term of endearment 
across Asia.

For all these reasons, camels con-
tinue to play an important role in the 
Arab world – but here at the Al Dhafra 
Festival, the animals are idealised 

Below: The multi-day competition is 
shown live on Emirati TV. Right: A long, 

graceful camel neck attracts many points
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and pampered, accompanied by 
their own veterinarians, physiother-
apists and even nutritionists. These 
desert ships lack for nothing. Even 
less distinctive camels are still worth 
at least US$65,000, while the most 
beautiful ones are worth millions. 
Perhaps that’s why in Dubai there 
are already labs specialising in clon-
ing champion camels. Business, it is 
said, is going well.

But, when the stakes are this high, 
so too is the need to stay on top of 
criminal activity. Fraud is a major 
problem in the camel beauty pag-
eant, with more than 40 animals dis-
qualified in Saudi Arabia after they 

were found to have had surgery and 
beautifying botox treatments. That 
is why the camels are extensively 
checked before the competition and 
then isolated and guarded. Sedatives 
have also been used to relax animal’s 
lips so that they hang gracefully out 
of their long faces, and even implants 
in humps detected. 

Wündrich spent three days at the 
festival, talking with camel owners 
and keepers, jury members and tel-
evision journalists. The event was 
broadcast live on Emirati TV and 
shared live by influencers with mil-
lions of followers. The atmosphere in 
the luxury tents was exuberant and 

Above: The camels are usually looked after by workers from Sudan.  
Right: Said Nasr al-Mansuri (without a mask) is happy about a trophy
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vibrant – and not unlike a private tent 
at the horse races. 

“Yallah, Yallah,” echo the voic-
es coming from the seats where the 
camel owners are sitt ing, tr ying 
to alarm them with these trilling 
sounds to make the animals tense 
t heir bodies. Camels, we learn, 
can recognise their masters by the 
sound of their voices. When they 
do, they crane their necks, making 
them look long and graceful, which 
attracts many points that are award-
ed throughout the event in different 
categories. 

Light and dark camels are judged 
separately and in age groups from 

two to six years. Only female cam-
els compete. Key to their beauty? 
Thick lips and long legs. For the 
winners – both animals and owner 
– fame, honour and social recogni-
tion awaits. Even better, the value of 
any camel that wins a category prize 
will triple. 

The whole event is reminiscent of 
a Formula 1 race. Different ‘stables’ 
compete against each other. The 
owners celebrate in air-conditioned 
tents all around the festival site, 
where they enjoy the spoils of suc-
cess. Other people do the work, with 
mostly expert Sudanese groomers 
caring for the camels.

The region’s camel beauty pag-
eants are organised by a league. 
W hoever f inishes w ith the most 
points at the end of the season wins 
a trophy and prize money of around 
US$750,000. The Alameri family 
from Al Ain have won the league for 
the past three years. Their camel is 
the reigning cup winner of the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates.

As night falls, the site suddenly 
empties. The caravan moves – with 
police protection and blaring music 
– to the desert camps, where camel 
milk, figs and Qahwa, spiced Arabic 
coffee, awaits. Here, in the temporary 
camps, the wealthy Arabs celebrate 
their short-term return to the way of 
life of their ancestors – albeit a more 
luxurious version. 

FROM STERN (MARCH 10, 2022);  
© KESTER SCHLENZ/STERN/DDP
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When a grandchild comes 
along, especially for the 
first time, it’s important to 

have the right help. In our case, it’s a 
lovely young couple who seem abso-
lutely perfect when it comes to bring-
ing up our grandson.

The new baby appears to really like IL
LU

S
T

R
A

T
IO

N
: 

S
A

M
 I

S
L

A
N

D

BY Richard Glover

HUMOUR

The Secret Of

Grandparenting
them, which certainly takes away the 
worry for us. As the grandparent, you 
can’t trust just anybody with such an 
important job.

Here’s the deal: we get the young 
couple to do most of the difficult 
work, like feeding the baby, chang-
ing nappies and lulling him to sleep. 
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He even lives in their house, so that 
makes things a lot simpler.

We arrive for the good times, such 
as when the grandson – who looks 
very handsome – is available to lie 
in our arms, arching his tiny back 
and glancing up at the world as if 
to comprehend its wonder, all while 
gesturing towards us with his starfish 
hands.

Why, you may ask, would a young 
couple be willing to 
do all the hard work, 
while the grandpar-
ents enjoy the good 
times?

It’s a fair question. 
When we arrive, the 
young couple has usu-
ally been up all night, 
da rk c i rcles u nder 
their eyes, a shuffling 
quality to their gait.

The grandchild, though, is full of 
beans. We, the grandparents, take 
turns rocking him, making eyes at 
him and telling him he is the most 
gorgeous child in the world. He wrig-
gles in our arms.

An hour or two later, just when 
things are about to turn fractious, we 
hand him back to the young couple 
and disappear down the front steps. 
“See you in a few days,” we’ll say. 
“We’re just going to stay with some 
friends by the seaside. We’re expect-
ing to have a ball.”

Why does the young couple do it? 
No other occupation is like this: one 

party dealing with the tricky things, 
while someone else waltzes in for 
the fun. Could these differing work 
conditions really be considered eq-
uitable?

And yet the young couple seems 
happy enough. The grandchild looks 
like them both, having Mum’s green 
eyes and Dad’s quirky chin. That’s a 
stroke of serendipity that may have 
helped win them over to the task. The 

child also shows signs 
of his parents’ expan-
sive spirits.

But what, in practical 
terms, does the young 
couple get in return 
for their service? Well, 
firstly, they get access 
to their own parents’ 
advice. And in such 
fabulous quantity.

A l l  ou r adv ice i s  
30 years old, so it has really stood 
the test of time. We tell them exactly 
how the baby should be lying when 
in his cot; how he should be fed; and 
the precise brand of bouncy sling 
they should purchase for him (it’s 
just like the one we purchased three 
decades ago). 

They respond by telling us all this 
stuff they heard from the hospital 
about how the baby would die should 
they follow our advice.

The result: we’ve decided to let 
them do it their way. Does that mean 
we’re easy-going? If, as grandparents, 
we have a fault, this might be it.

PARENTS 
HANDLE THE 

TRICKY THINGS; 
GRAND-

PARENTS  
GET TO HAVE 

THE FUN
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Really, their nutty ideas are endless, 
especially the way they rush to nurse 
the child every time he so much as 
squawks. They constantly indulge 
him. I hope they realise that, in terms 
of demarcation, this is our job.

Then there’s the issue of house-
work. Ever since our grandchild 
came to l ive w it h his 
parents, their household 
standards have real ly 
fallen. There’s un-ironed 
laundry everywhere and 
the washing line is full of 
nappies that have yet to 
be brought in and folded.

The situation is so dire 
that I wonder whether 
I should just hop in and 
help them. After all, no 
one wants their grand-
child growing up in a 
pigsty. But, actually, I think it’s better 
for me to focus on the child himself, 
whispering my life wisdom into his 
tiny ear. Wisdom such as: “Your par-
ents could tidy up.” 

There’s one area, however, in 
which I have been providing assis-
tance: the food supply. I bring them 
all the delicious dishes I have perfect-
ed over my many years of cooking. All 

four of them. The lasagne. The lamb  
curry. The vegetable tart. And the 
Spanish meatballs. These I supply in 
such quantities that the young cou-
ple have lunch and dinner for weeks 
ahead, both fresh and frozen.

Three weeks in, the male half of the 
young couple rings me. I suppose I 

should mention that he’s 
my son. Sure, it sounds 
nepotistic, but we decided 
he and his partner really 
were best placed to look 
after our grandchild.

“Dad,” he says, sound-
ing a bit stern. “It’s been 
very kind of you to bring 
all the food, but I think 
we can now go it alone.”

I’m torn between two 
theories. Is this a sign 
that the young parents 

are coping well, a discovery that 
should leave me delighted? Or is it a 
sign that my Spanish meatballs may 
not be up to scratch?

I don’t know about that. What I do 
know is that we’ve landed on our 
feet with this particular young cou-
ple. When it comes to raising our 
g randson, I don’t t hin k anyone 
could do it better. 

I WHISPER 
LIFE WISDOM 

INTO THE 
CHILD’S  

TINY EAR:
“YOUR 

PARENTS 
COULD 

TIDY UP”

A Hive Of Trouble

Professional beekeeper and anti-eviction activist Rorie Woods was 
accused of using a swarm of bees as a dangerous weapon after 

she unleashed a hive of the angry insects on Massachusetts police 
officers trying to serve an eviction notice late last year. REUTERS
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QUOTABLE QUOTES

Art is a step from what is  
obvious and well-known towards 

what is arcane and concealed. 
KHALIL GIBR AN,  

PHILOSOPHER AND POE T

GRACE, 
RESPECT, 

RESERVE AND 
EMPATHETIC 

LISTENING 
ARE QUALITIES 

SORELY 
MISSING FROM 

THE PUBLIC 
DISCOURSE 

NOW. 
MERYL STREEP, ACTRESS

All the beautiful 
sentiments in the 
world weigh less 

than a single 
lovely action. 

JAMES RUSSELL LOWELL, 

POE T

I’ve been extremely 
lucky in that I’ve 
been able to play 
roles that are not 
defined by their 

ethnicity. 
JESSICA HENWICK, 

 ACTRESS

I RECOMMEND 
LIMITING ONE’S 
INVOLVEMENT 

IN OTHER 
PEOPLE’S 

LIVES TO A 
PLEASANTLY 

SCANT 
MINIMUM.
QUENTIN CRISP, 

R ACONTEUR
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To improve is 
to change; to 

be perfect is to 
change often. 
WINSTON CHURCHILL, 

STATESMAN
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Built originally as ski lodges in the 1960-70s,
spaceship-style Futuro houses are having a 

resurgence – as holiday homes, spas, wedding venues 
or simply works of architectural art to be enjoyed.

Here’s eight examples you can visit…

BY Helen Foster

PHOTO FEATURE
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DEEP CREEK, SOUTH AUSTRALIA The owners 
of Naiko Retreat in Deep Creek didn’t buy their 
Futuro home – they bought the land upon 
which it sat and it came with it. At one point 
they were going to give it away to clear the 
space. Thankfully their son persuaded them 
otherwise and it’s now used for spa treatments 
for the resort’s guests. Before its arrival in 
Deep Creek, this house was owned by 
Adelaide businessman Derek Jolly and sat 
behind Decca’s Place restaurant in Melbourne 
Street, North Adelaide.  

BACK TO THE

PHOTO: (DEEP CREEK HOME) COURTE SY OF N A IKORE TRE AT
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WANLI, TAIWAN The largest cluster of 
Futuro homes in one place is located 
just outside Taipei. Eight homes lie 
totally abandoned, with even 
belongings like televisions left inside. 
What caused the residents to up and 
leave, seemingly overnight, isn’t known 
but stories of a curse on the village are 
part of local legend. While families are 
moving into some of the homes, others 
lie derelict and covered in moss.

MUNICH, GERMANY Futuro homes are 
just eight metres in diameter and six 
metres high with 25 square metres of 
living space – yet they contained a 
kitchen, bathroom, lounge and enough 
space to sleep eight. The 16 double-
glazed windows aimed to provide 
panoramic views from every room. The 
stairs fold down aeroplane style to allow 
entry in and out. This house was originally 
owned by manufacturing company 
Stiebel Eltron and has been displayed at 
Munich’s Pinakotheken Design Museum 
since 2017.

ESPOO, FINLAND The interior design 
varies in Futuro homes, but the 
Weegee Exhibition Centre in Espoo 
not only owns the first Futuro ever 
made, it has faithfully restored it to 
look as close to the 1968 blueprint as 
possible. Futuro architect Matti 
Suurornen lived and worked most of 
his life in Espoo so it’s a fitting 
destination for the house. It’s open 
from mid-May to mid-September and 
recently hosted its first wedding.
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OHOKA, NEW ZEALAND The Land of the Long White Cloud punches 
above its weight when it comes to Futuro houses, with 17 homes 
believed to be on the islands. This one, known as the Area 51 Futuro 
House, was originally a fishing lodge located by the side of a river that 
could only be reached by barge. After a faithful restoration, it’s now 
exactly like the 1960s original and is available to rent on AirBNB. 

P
H

O
T

O
: 

(N
E

W
 Z

E
A

L
A

N
D

 H
O

M
E

) 
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 A

IR
B

N
B

 
Back To The Futuro
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CALIFORNIA, USA One reason that  
the existing Futuros are so coveted is 
that only 90 were ever made. A 
combination of a backlash against the 
futuristic design – that even saw some 
councils banning them from being 
erected in their areas – alongside a 
sudden surge in the price of oil meant 
production ceased in the 1970s. It’s 
estimated that only 50-60 are left. This 
one (above) is in Joshua Tree National 
Park and rented as an AirBNB. 
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SOMERSET, ENGLAND Artist Craig 
Barnes bought this Futuro (above and 
right) while on holiday in Port Alfred in 
South Africa, where he grew up seeing 
‘the spaceship house’. He used his 
student loan to buy it, had five days to 
dismantle it and three months to work 
out where on Earth he was going to put 
it while it was shipped from South 
Africa to the UK. After spells in London 
and France, it’s now located in Marston 
Park Hotel in Somerset, England, 
where it can be rented by the night. 
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CANBERRA, AUSTRALIA Designed 
in 1968 by Finnish architect Matti 
Suurornen as lightweight, easy-to-
assemble holiday homes, one of  
the selling points of the Futuro was 
that it could even be erected on the 
side of a mountain. They came in 
16 pieces that slotted together and 
the round shape was supposed to 
protect them against wind and snow. 
This one (left), at the University of 
Canberra, is now used as a meeting or 
teaching space, but was originally 
part of the city’s SpaceDome.
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A female orca’s 
dorsal fin is 
much smaller 
than a male’s

Swimming With

PHOTOGRAPHS AND TEXT BY Pete McBride

F R O M  S M I T H S O N I A N  M A G A Z I N E

A plunge into forbidding waters off Norway        
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ANIMAL KINGDOM

    leads to an extraordinary encounter
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the planet, with seven main ecotypes 
that vary in pigmentation pattern, 
diet and sonar dialect. Members of 
these groups don’t usually mate with 
one another, though scientists are 
divided on whether to consider them 
different species.

Most countries set limits on how 
close you can get to orcas. That’s not 
the case in Norway, which has no 

laws against swimming with 
dolphins and whales (the 
country’s whaling laws are 
also notoriously lax).

This makes Norway an al-
luring destination for orca 
lovers, but it can also lead to 
danger for both humans and 
animals. At one point during 
my visit, I saw three young 
tourists block a pod of orcas 
with their sailboat, jump into 
the water, and try to approach 
by paddleboard. Their tactics 
scared the orcas into hiding 
far below the surface. What’s 
more, the tourists could 
have ended up stranded out 
there beyond the fjords, five 

If you want to see wild orcas, they 
can be found in every ocean, from 
the Arctic to Antarctic. The coast of 
Canada’s British Columbia, Argen-
tina’s Valdes Peninsula, and Aus-
tralia’s Bremer Bay are all popular 
orca-watching spots.

Despite their ‘killer whale’ nick-
name, orcas don’t prey on humans. 
But they are the largest dolphins on 

R E A DER’S DIGE ST

The water is cold inside Norway’s northernmost 
fjords. When I slipped in headfirst, wearing a thick 
wetsuit, the 4°C surface temperature made the water 
feel dense and biting on my exposed face. Diving 
down, I crossed a threshold into another world – 
dark, frigid, seemingly bottomless – and home to 
giant carnivores that eat fish, seals and porpoises.
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kilometres from the nearest shoreline, 
left to the mercy of the fierce Arctic 
weather and currents.

My tour operator, Jacques de Vos, 
went to great lengths to avoid such 
situations. De Vos is a South Afri-
can-born diver who has been stud-
ying orcas in this region for the last 
seven winters and has a reputation 
for being sensitive to the animals and 
their habitat. He knows how to locate 
orcas without disturbing the pods or 
breaking up families.

The orcas in this area feed on her-
ring, which they corral into clus-
ters called bait balls. It takes a lot of  
energy for cold-water mammals to 
orchestrate these feeding sessions 

– de Vos makes sure his divers don’t 
get in the way. He uses his radio to 
keep in touch with nearby research-
ers so he can stay attuned to the an-
imals’ behaviours and help locate 
individual members of the pods.

I WENT TO NORWAY partly because 
the COVID-19 pandemic presented 
a unique opportunity to photograph 
orcas in their element. There were far 
fewer commercial tours operating, 
so the animals would be significant-
ly less harassed. More important-
ly, as shipping and fishing slowed 
worldwide, researchers were able to  
identify more whale and dolphin  
vocalisations.

Opposite: Author and photographer Pete McBride prepares to go diving with orcas. 
Above: A pod of orcas swims near the village of Skjervoy in the far north of Norway
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Before de Vos would let me swim 
with the orcas, I spent a day on his 
boat learning about their behav-
iour. He tested my swimming abil-
ity, watching me carefully as I dove 
and climbed back on board, weighed 
down with diving gear. I listened to 
his instructions: “Don’t swim ag-
gressively towards the orcas. Move 
calmly and let them come to you. 
Don’t splash your flippers loudly on 
the surface or make jerky motions.”

Before we slid into the sea, de Vos 
played me a recording full of clicks, 
whistles and zipper-like sounds. 
Amazingly, each orca pod uses its own 
distinct language of notes and tones.

Behind the conversations I heard 
the moans of humpback whales.

De Vos pays attention to these 
humpbacks, too. They tend to follow 
orcas and steal their bait balls.

Humpbacks can be as large as  
15 metres long and weigh more 
than 40 tonnes. They don’t attack 
humans, but once in a while they 
inadvertently scoop up divers who 
get too close to their food. This re-
portedly happened to a lobster diver 
on the east coast of the US in 2020. 
Remarkably, the whale spat him out 
and he survived.

On the recording de Vos played for 
me, the humpbacks called to each 

In the early dawn light, a pod of orcas feeds on herring in the waters near Skjervoy
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other in low baritones, ascending 
the musical scale. He explained that 
low and high notes travel different 
distances.

A whale will call out to a podmate, 
and the pitch of the reply may indi-
cate how far away it is. De Vos com-
pares the giant creatures to truck 
drivers speaking to each other on 
different radio channels.

I NEVER KNEW HOW POWERFUL an 
orca’s sonar pulse could be until I got 
into the water and felt one reverber-
ate deep in my chest, like the notes 
from a bass guitar at a rock concert. 
The sensation was so weirdly moving 
I hooted through my snorkel.

When a six-tonne orca swims di-
rectly at you and pings you with his 
echolocation device – trying to iden-
tify who and what is swimming in 
his Arctic hunting waters – you real-
ise that you are in a completely alien 
world. I swam alongside this eight- 
metre-long male for a few moments. 
We looked each other in the eye  
before he surfaced for a breath. His 
two-metre dorsal fin broke the water 

just metres in front of me, then he 
accelerated back down into the dark-
ness with one swoosh of his f luke. 
Through my wetsuit hoodie, I faint-
ly heard a click and a high-pitched 
whistle.

Two female orcas appeared about 
six metres below me, corralling her-
ring into a bait ball. The pair seemed 
unbothered as I dove down to get a 
closer look. They started pushing the 
herring towards me as if I had arrived 
to help.

Suddenly, the male re-emerged 
from the depths. As he glided next to 
me, his pectoral fin – nearly the size 
of my entire body – slid under my 
stomach. We eyed each other again 
before he rolled left and swept his 
dorsal fin, the size of a small plane’s 
tail, just over my head.

The strafe felt more playful than 
territorial, like an orca high-five – a 
moment of connection with an enor-
mous intelligent being in a place 
where sound is sight and the noisy 
natural glory of nature still reigns. 

FROM SMITHSONIAN MAGAZINE  
(OCTOBER 2021), © 2021 BY PETE MCBRIDE

Message In A Bottle

Workers removing the base of a toppled statue in Manitoba, 
Canada, late last year discovered an 101-year-old message in a 
bottle decrying Prohibition. The base of a Queen Victoria statue 
was being removed after it was toppled by protesters in 2021.  

The message was dated July 30, 1921, when alcoholic  
beverages were outlawed. UPI.COM
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Find Awe In
EVERYDAY 

LIFE
We associate the emotion with rare experiences.  

But people in our daily lives can make us feel it, too

BY Elizabeth Bernstein  F R O M  T H E  W A L L  S T R E E T  J O U R N A L
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ART OF LIVING

D
uring the summer of 2021, 
Beverly Wax had an expe-
rience that filled her with 
awe. It wasn’t a sunset, a 
sweeping mountain vista 

or the sound of waves gently lapping 
on a beach that got to her.

It was the sight of her son, Justin, 
lugging a 36-kilogram portable air 
conditioner up three flights of stairs 
to her townhouse. Beverly’s central 
air conditioning had conked out the 
day before – in the middle of a 32˚C 
heat wave. 

Beverly, a writer and administrative 

assistant for a nonprofit that helps 
seniors, had mentioned to her son 
that she was having trouble finding 
someone to fix it quickly. He’d shown 
up with the new unit as a surprise. 

As she watched him sweat and 
struggle while hauling the unit up the 
stairs and installing it in her bedroom, 
Beverly says she felt a wave of grati-
tude and appreciation for her son.

“The AC touched me greatly,” she 
says.

WE’RE LIVING through trying times. 
Almost every day, it seems, we’re 
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at us over Zoom. Psychologists call 
this interpersonal awe.

“You don’t need to go into orbit, or 
to a museum or a national park,” says 
Dr David B. Yaden, a research fel-
low at the Johns Hopkins University 
School of Medicine’s Center for Psy-
chedelic & Consciousness Research. 
“It’s in your home.” 

Often, this interpersonal awe is 
a response to life’s big, 
sweeping changes, such 
as witnessing a baby’s 
f i rst steps. For Ly nn 
Heady, a retired teacher, 
it’s watching a friend liv-
ing with ovarian cancer 
and still relishing life. 

Jeffrey Davis, a busi-
ness consultant, says the 
awe he felt watching his 
mother reunite with her 
estranged mother and 
take care of her as she 

struggled with dementia made him 
think more carefully about his own 
relationships. 

Publisher Rich Melheim says he 
was blown away when his father, 
who had Alzheimer’s, suddenly re-
membered his name and gave him a 
blessing shortly before he died. 

But interpersonal awe happens in 
smaller moments, too. John Bargh, a 
psychologist and professor, said he 
was “truly awestruck – the jaw-drop-
ping, mouth-open, semi-stunned 
effect” – by his then-five-year-old 
daughter while dining with her in 

presented with new evidence of how 
annoying, inconsiderate or downright 
awful others can be – the people who 
let the door slam in your face, or the 
ones who put their speakerphones 
on in public. So it’s easy to forget that 
people can be awesome, too. 

AWE IS THAT FEELING we get when 
something is so vast it stops us in 
ou r t rack s. Of ten, it 
challenges or expands 
our thinking. Research 
shows that awe expe-
riences decrease stress 
a nd a n x iet y a nd i n-
crease posit ive emo-
tions and overall satis-
faction in life, according 
to Dr Dacher Keltner, a 
professor of psychology 
at the University of Cal-
ifornia, Berkeley, who 
studies awe. It can also 
help our relationships, making us feel 
more compassionate and less greedy, 
more supported by and more likely to 
help others.

Most of us associate awe w ith 
something rare and beautiful: na-
ture, music or a spiritual experience. 
But people can trigger awe, too, and 
not just public heroes – like first re-
sponders – or famous people, such 
as athletes or actors. Research shows 
that we can be awed by our nearest 
and dearest – the people sitting next 
to us on the couch, chatting on the 
other end of the phone, gazing back 
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WE CAN BE 
AWED BY THE 

PEOPLE GAZING 
BACK AT US 
OVER ZOOM
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a restaurant a number of years ago. 
When she heard another child cry-
ing, she grabbed the toy she had 
been given with her meal, walked 
over to the boy and handed it to him,  
he says. 

Unfortunately, we can’t make 
someone else behave in a way that’s 
awesome. But we can prime our-
selves to notice it when they do – and 
take steps to boost the emotion’s pos-
itive effects. 

Question your assumptions 
Do you believe your partner is insen-
sitive or your sibling is selfish? There 
may be a little truth to that, but it’s 
never the whole tale. “The story you 
tell yourself gets in the way of catch-
ing people at their best,” says Mari-
anna Graziosi, a specialist in positive 
psychology. 

To increase your chances of feel-
ing awed by the other person, Grazi-
osi suggests you ask yourself what’s 
going on in his or her life that you 
don’t know about. Can you come up 
with examples of how that person is 
helping others or doing something 
positive? In other words, she says, 
“become a field scientist, like Jane 
Goodall.”

Name awe when you see it 
Blurting out, “Wow, that was awe-
some!” is a simple way to help you 
identify and remember a special ex-
perience. Savour it in the moment 
then tell others about it. This will re-
inforce your positive emotions, says 
Yaden. And recall it or write about it 
later. Studies show that awe can be 
elicited again simply by remember-
ing an awe experience.

Thank the person who awed you 
This makes the other person feel 
good and can give your relationship 
a boost. And it will help you too: stud-
ies show that people who practice 
gratitude have significantly higher 
levels of happiness and psychologi-
cal wellbeing than those who don’t. 

After Beverly Wax’s son delivered 
and installed the air conditioner, she 
made sure he knew just how much 
his actions affected her. “I’ve learned 
to be grateful for the simple, daily 
things,” she says. And who knows? 
When you thank the people in your 
life for awing you, they just might 
want to do it again and again. 

La Baguette

The crunchy ambassador for French baking – the baguette — is 
being added to the UN’s list of intangible cultural heritage as a 

cherished tradition to be preserved by humanity, after France’s 
culture ministry warned of a decline in traditional bakeries. APNEWS

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF THE WALL STREET 
JOURNAL (SEPT. 26, 2021), ©2021 DOW JONES & 
COMPANY, INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
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Humour On The Job

Making His Parents Proud
In the book You Can’t Be Serious, 
actor Kal Penn tells the story of how 
his parents immigrated in search of a 
better life. “I thanked them for their 
sacrifices by announcing that I want 
to be an actor. They replied, ‘Oh, 
honey, it’s pronounced doc-tor.’”

Doctor On Call
This real-life actual text exchange 
proves that some wrong numbers 
turn out right: 
MATT: Hey Dr Park, this is Matt from 

the vascular lab, I have a patient here 
with an external iliac occlusion with 
cold foot pain and numbness that 
started three days ago. What should I 
do with her? 
HANNAH: Hi, this is Hannah. I think 
you have the wrong number, but I 
Googled it and I’m pretty sure you 
need to put a stent in her left radial 
artery, best of luck, Matt!
(Later) MATT: Hi, Hannah. She 
ended up actually getting a stent. 
Took about three hours longer for 
trained medical professionals to 

ALL IN A DAY’S WORK
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“It could be nothing or it could be the 
beginning of an omelette.”
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All In A Day’s Work

figure out what took you about five 
minutes, great job. 
HANNAH: Are you hiring? 

elitedaily.com

Breaking The Code
A couple of days after a software 
installation, a client called and 
complained that our product was 
completely broken. He threatened 
to cancel payments and drop the 
project. Fuming, he refused anything 
but on-site support (not part of 
the contract) and claimed that the 
instructions we left him were useless. 

He demanded that we make the 
three-hour trip today. I am shown 
into the client’s office and sit down.
ME: “What is your password?”
CLIENT: “I don’t know the password! 
That’s the whole problem!”

His assistant handed him 
the instructions and pointed to 
item number one: “On all new 
installations, the password is the 
user’s last name.” After he spelled his 
name aloud for me, I logged him in. 
He said thanks and I was shown out.

Clientsfromhell.com

Sound Familiar?
As the parent of a five-year-old boy, I 
can name all the dinosaurs and none 
of my colleagues. @pinkcamoto

I feel most offices have three people 
who do all the work and 15 people 
who walk around with salads.

@bazecrazeww

CLASSIC RÉSUMÉ 
BLOOPERS 

Woman who sent her résumé 
and cover letter without 

deleting someone else’s editing, 
including such comments as  

‘I don’t think you want to say this 

about yourself here.’

Candidate wrote résumé as a 
play – Act 1, Act 2, etc.

‘Skills: Strong Work Ethic, 
Attention to Detail, Team 

Player, Self-Motivated, 
Attention to Detail.’

A woman had attached  
a picture of herself in a  
Minnie Mouse costume.

‘I am loyal to my  
employer at all costs. Please  

feel free to respond to my 
résumé on my office voicemail.’

‘I have an excellent  
track record, although I am  

not a horse.’
Sources: The Washington Post,  

Careerbuilder.ca, Fortune magazine
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Pilgrim’s
Progress

Slow adventures on walking routes with historical 
and spiritual backstories are the new travel rage 
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s e a r c h i n g  f o r 
spiritual solace or 
simply wish to leave 
modern life behind 

and connect with the great outdoors 
for a few days, following pilgrimage 
routes across the world is becoming 
increasingly popular among tourists 
and hikers. For thousands of years, 
travellers have visited specific desti-
nations of religious significance, such 
as sacred shrines. Pilgrimages have 
long featured in world religions such 
as Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, Judaism and Shinto. 

Today, repurposed pilgrimages fol-
lowing time-worn paths are emerg-
ing in many destinations, including 

TRAVEL

Scotland, India, Japan, England and 
Italy, as tourism authorities court 
more secular visitors. 

In 1985, a rou nd 1200 people 
walked the famous Camino De Santi-
ago trail in northwest Spain. By 2019, 
before COVID-19 got in the way, it 
had leapt to almost 350,000.  

For modern-day wayfarers, who 
are interested in visiting famous re-
ligious landmarks or simply enjoy 
walking through beautiful villages, 
forests and mountains, there is im-
proved accommodation, up-to-date 
signage and handy map apps. Trails 
vary from one-day walks to month-
long treks.

Here are some of the best pilgrim 
walking routes. 
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The ‘Way Of St James’ is the best-
known European pilgrim route, 
attracting hundreds of thousands 

of walkers every year. It’s actually not 
just one path but a network of them, 
spanning a wide region of France, Spain 
and Portugal.

Some of these paths stretch for 
hundreds of kilometres across  the 
mountains and hills between the French 
Pyrenees and Portuguese Peneda 
Geres, but all lead to the same spot in 
Spanish Galicia – the Cathedral of 
Santiago de Compostela. This shrine to 

the apostle St James is a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site that has attracted visitors 
for hundreds of years.

The far west of Spain is a green and 
unspoilt region, and Santiago de 
Compostela is a spellbinding medieval 
city. But sometimes the route is so 
popular there can be a shortage of 
accommodation along the way, so book 
ahead. The sheer number of pilgrims 
finishing the route can lead to a 
bottleneck of weary walkers queuing to 
enter the cathedral at the end, too. 
santiago-compostela.net

CAMINO DE SANTIAGO
SPAIN, FRANCE AND PORTUGAL
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OThis drover’s path across a ridge of 
chalk hills may have existed since 
prehistoric times, but it became 

spiritually significant after the murder 
and canonisation of Thomas Becket in 
1170. His Canterbury shrine started to 
draw pilgrims from all over Europe, 
including Geoffrey Chaucer’s colourful 
bunch in The Canterbury Tales.

The most celebrated route winds 
from St Swithun’s Shrine in Winchester 
Cathedral 240 kilometres across the 

North Downs to Canterbury. It’s a 
glimpse of classic English countryside, 
full of wide rural views.

After collecting the medieval 
‘wayfarer’s dole’ – a free ration of bread 
and beer – on leaving Winchester, 
walkers follow tree-lined paths that 
pass a long sequence of historic sites, 
like the Black Prince’s holy well and 
Chilham’s Norman castle.
britishpilgrimage.org/portfolio/pilgrims-
way-to-canterbury

THE PILGRIM’S WAY
ENGLAND
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The smallest of Japan’s main islands, 
Shikoku hosts a variety of natural, 
culinary and cultural experiences. 

One of these is the Shikoku Henro, or the 
pilgrimage to 88 temples dotted around 
the island. Shikoku is where the revered 
Buddhist monk Kukai (774-835), 
posthumously known as Kobo Daishi, 
was born and trained. The full route 
covers roughly 1400 kilometres. 
Traditionally, it would take a month or 
two to complete on foot, staying 
overnight in shukubo (temple lodgings) 
along the way, but modern wayfarers use 

public transport and bikes as well. There 
are also shorter routes covering fewer 
temples. While the temples welcome 
visitors, guests are asked to follow the 
proper etiquette when they arrive, such 
as washing their hands and mouth and 
lighting incense.

Another popular trail in Japan is the 
68-kilometre Nakahechi route, which 
links Buddhist and Shinto shrines and is 
part of the centuries-old Kumano Kodo 
pilgrimage trail on Honshu island. 
shikoku-tourism.com/en/shikoku-henro/
shikoku-henro

SHIKOKU HENRO
JAPAN

Pilgrim’s Progress
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Walking across the narrow tidal 
causeway to Lindisfarne Abbey 
on Holy Island, England, would 

give anyone spiritual goosebumps. The 
timeless atmosphere of this early 
Christian monastic site is a rewarding 
finale to an epic 100-kilometre walking 
trail through the Scottish Borders.

The official route is now being 
promoted by tourism officials keen to 
recreate the success of the Camino. 
You’ll find all the modern internet 
marketing and online maps, but don’t 
forget the path commemorates a 
seventh-century Anglo Saxon monk, 
bishop, hermit and saint. 

St Cuthbert died alone in his remote 

refuge on the Farne Islands, but his 
relics were buried at Lindisfarne and 
repeatedly protected from Viking raids. 
He became a medieval cult figure, 
inspiring pilgrims from all over Britain, 
including King Alfred the Great who 
claimed to have been inspired by a 
dream of the saint to unite Britain.

Today St Cuthbert’s route starts at a 
12th-century abbey at Melrose in 
Scotland, the town where he grew up. 
Walkers follow modern signs featuring 
St Cuthbert’s cross over the glorious 
panoramic viewpoints of the hilly 
borderlands and along the River Tweed 
to the Northumberland coast.
stcuthbertsway.info

ST CUTHBERT’S WAY
SCOTLAND AND ENGLAND
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LES CHEMINS DU 
MONT SAINT MICHEL
FRANCE

Walking across Normandy from 
Rouen to Mont St Michel can 
provide a wonderful pastoral 

walking holiday across the top of rural 
France. Traditional routes to Le Mont 
cover 320 kilometres from Rouen or 
160 kilometres from Caen.

There is one part of the medieval 
experience, however, that today’s 
walkers should avoid. The fairytale 
island’s religious sanctuary stands 
alone in a wide bay of mud flats where 
the tide notoriously comes in at the 
speed of a galloping horse. A 
thousand years ago pilgrims didn’t 
have the benefit of tide tables and 
trusted in God to protect their walk 
across kilometres of tidal mud. Sadly, 
their prayers were not always heard, 
and many were swept away by tides. 

Today, some people still carefully 
take paths across the bay at low tide, 
but the safest approach to Le Mont is 
over the new bridge and causeway.
lescheminsdumontsaintmichel.com

VIA COLONIENSIS
GERMANY AND LUXEMBOURG

Medieval Germany had its own 
pilgrimage routes and one of 
the best has been revived for 

modern walking holidays. The Via 
Coloniensis runs for 240 kilometres 
through the gentle wooded hills of 
western Germany and modern 
Luxembourg. 

The route was considered a 
preliminary for hardy pilgrims bound 
for the enormous trek to Santiago de 
Compostela in Spain. Today’s 
walkers can start at Cologne’s 
magnificent Gothic cathedral, the 
largest in northern Europe, and 
follow clearly marked paths to finish 
at Trier’s multi-spired St Peter’s 
Cathedral. Commissioned by 
Emperor Constantine in the fourth 
century, St Peter’s is Germany’s 
oldest church.
jcjourneys.com/way-of-st-james-
germany-via-coloniensis                  

P
H

O
T

O
S

: 
IS

T
O

C
K

rdasia.com   85

Pilgrim’s Progress

http://lescheminsdumontsaintmichel.com
http://jcjourneys.com/way-of-st-james-germany-via-coloniensis
http://jcjourneys.com/way-of-st-james-germany-via-coloniensis
http://rdasia.com


86    march 2023

R E A DER’S DIGE ST



BONUS READ

BY Katie McKenna

F R O M  T H E  B O O K  H O W  T O  G E T  R U N  O V E R  B Y  A  T R U C K 

What started as a bicycle ride through 
the city on a beautiful morning turned 
ugly when the rider took a wrong turn 
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would be untrue. But there were 
signs from God, three, in fact: 1. My 
bike tyres were f lat; 2. I almost fell 
down the stairs trying to get my bike 
out of the apartment; and – most im-
portant – 3. I decided not to wear any 
underwear that day.

As a child I was told to always wear 
clean underwear. My mother’s rea-
son was always the same: “What if 
you get into an accident?” This nev-
er made any sense to me. I had just 
got up, and the idea of putting on a 
beautifully pristine pair of undies 
made no sense. 

It was an unbelievably beautiful 
day. There was the smell of autumn 
in the air, the sky was a deep blue, 
and there was no one on the streets. 
The morning felt like a secret; it was 
so dark and quiet, it gave me shivers. 
The trees on my block were begin-
ning to change from dark green to a 
golden yellow. Autumn has always 
been my favourite season, a time 
of new beginnings, a new jacket – a 
chance to start over again.

THE LAST THING I REMEMBER
BEFORE BEING RUN OVER WAS THE HOLLOW SOUND  
OF MY FIST BANGING THE SIDE OF THE TRUCK, AND 
THEN I FELT AS THOUGH I WAS TUMBLING. ALL I 
COULD THINK WAS, PLEASE LET THIS MAN STOP 
BEFORE THE SECOND SET OF WHEELS COMES FOR ME.
So, how do you get run over by a 
semi-trailer? My first recommenda-
tion is to ride a bicycle.

I live in Brooklyn, and all the hip-
sters ride bicycles. I figured if those 
music lovers could handle riding 
their bikes in Brooklyn so could I.  
I mean, hello! I was an all-county 
track champion in high school.

I actually did, for almost a year. I 
rode my bike on errands. I rode my 
bike to work. I rode my bike to my 
friends’ apartments, locking it to 
stop signs and feeling eco-conscious 
and thoughtful. In the summer I 
even took myself on romantic bike 
rides. Stopping in McCarren Park at 
twilight made me feel like I was in a 
foreign film, sitting on a park bench 
in a black beret and a scarf  – when in 
reality I was sitting on patchy brown 
grass, wearing sports shorts and run-
ning shoes.

When I woke up early on Octo-
ber 2, I won’t tell you that there was 
a hand on my shoulder that told me 
not to go out that day – because that P
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I walked my bike one block up and 
over another to the station. By 6.15, 
tyres fully inflated, I was riding down 
Metropolitan Avenue (a major thor-
oughfare in Brooklyn) without much 
of a plan. I knew I wanted to ride for 
45 minutes and just explore the neigh-
bourhood.

About half an hour into my ride, 
the sun was starting to rise over the 
low buildings on Vandervoort Av-
enue. I decided that watching the 
sunrise as I rode out the last 15 min-
utes would be a per-
fect conclusion to my 
morning workout. I 
wanted to take this 
morning and make it 
mine. I wanted to see 
something beautiful 
and then be able to 
keep it in my pocket 
all day. It would be my 
secret to keep.

S t o p p i n g  a t  t h e 
lights at the corner of 
Maspeth and Vandervoort, I looked 
back at the car behind me, a black 
Mazda sedan. I waved at the driver 
and pointed to the right, letting them 
know which way I was going to turn. 
The semi-trailer that was next to me 
didn’t have its indicator on, so I as-
sumed the driver was going straight. 
Just in case he wasn’t, I waved in his 
side mirror anyway. I pointed to my-
self and then I pointed to the right. 
I always communicated with truck 
drivers via their side-view mirrors. 

Every one of them had a sign that 
specifically said, IF YOU CAN’T SEE 
MY MIRRORS, I CAN’T SEE YOU. My 
assumption was that the opposite 
was also true: if you can see my mir-
rors, I can see you. I was wrong.

When the lights turned green, I 
took the right turn wide and easy, 
without a thought about the 18-wheel 
vehicle to my left – because it wasn’t 
turning, and for that matter the Maz-
da wasn’t either. I thought I had tons 
of room. I didn’t. 

The last thing I re-
member before being 
run over was the hol-
low sound of my fist 
banging the side of the 
truck, and then I felt 
as though I was tum-
bling. I don’t k now 
where my bike had 
gone. I knew I was on 
the road, and there 
was this moment when 
I thought, Am I in an 

action movie? This happens in action 
movies. What would Bruce Willis do? 
What can I do to stop this?!?

The answer was nothing. There 
was nothing I could do.

Before I even realised what was 
happening, I felt pressure and then 
heard a cracking sound. The realisa-
tion that the cracking was my bones 
shocked me. I squeezed my eyes shut, 
and I felt the first four wheels of the 
truck run over my body. I didn’t have 
time to process the pain. All I could 

MY ASSUMPTION 
WAS THAT THE 

OPPOSITE  
WAS ALSO TRUE:  
IF YOU CAN SEE  
MY MIRRORS,  

I CAN SEE YOU.  
I WAS WRONG
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think was, Please let this man stop 
before the second set of wheels comes 
for me.

“No, no, no, please God no,” I 
shr ieked before t he second set 
of wheels rolled over my already 
crushed middle.

This time I kept my eyes open. 
I watched this second set of giant 
wheels run over my body. I heard 
more cracking and felt the grooves in 
the tyres on my skin. I heard the mud 
flaps thwack over me. I felt gravel in 
my back. I was a sparrow that had 
lingered too long in 
the road, no different 
from every slow bird, 
ever y irresponsible 
squirrel, every way-
ward dog t hat just 
wasn’t fast enough.

T he n  t he r e  w a s 
the sound of a horn 
– a one-note beep 
t h a t  d i d n’t  s t o p . 
This was the kind of 
horn-blowing you hear on the ex-
pressway during rush hour, the kind 
where you know the horn is being 
punched out of frustration. When I 
heard that horn, I thought to myself, 
Now you beep. You couldn’t have 
beeped before your death machine 
crushed my body? 

Hearing something meant I was 
still alive. I was still here and – as 
long as I stayed awake – I was alive. 
As long as my eyes were open, I was 
awake. So I barely blinked.

I lay there waiting for something 
to change, to get better or worse. I 
waited for a break in the silence that 
kept ringing in my ears. I remember 
looking up as the early morning sky 
went from that deep blue to a sun-
light-pale, pale blue – the clouds 
looked as if they were whipped out of 
fairy floss.

I screamed out for someone to 
call my mother. If she was there, 
she could fix it. As soon as she was 
notified, all this could be undone. 
Because this was not reality. Reali-

ty was the fact that I 
had to get back to my 
apartment and iron 
my shirt. Reality was 
that I had a big day 
at work, and I was 
nervous about getting 
sweaty in my new suit. 
Reality was not that I 
was on the precipice 
of losing my life – that 
was not what was hap-

pening. I refused to close my eyes.

AS THE INITIAL SHOCK OF IMPACT 
began to wear off, my body reacted 
with crushing pain. It was unlike 
anything I could have imagined. I 
was confused by it. I couldn’t believe 
there could be a sensation so horri-
ble and intense or that it would con-
tinue to radiate out of my body. This 
excruciating pain stayed right where 
it was, doing relay races up and down 
the length of my body. I didn’t know 

“NO, NO, NO,  
PLEASE GOD NO,”  

I SHRIEKED BEFORE 
THE SECOND SET OF 

WHEELS ROLLED 
OVER MY ALREADY 
CRUSHED MIDDLE
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what to do. I didn’t know how to stop 
it. I couldn’t shake it off, or massage 
it, or walk to a place that I thought 
would somehow give me relief. I had 
no choice but to just lie there, trying 
not to drown in it.

I remember a young woman about 
my age come over and said she 
would call my mother. She asked me 
if I knew her phone number. I did. 
I remembered it as a song that my 
mother had taught my siblings and 
me to help us learn all the numbers. 
This young woman, 
the one who was call-
ing my mother now, 
had been in the black 
Mazda. Her boyfriend 
had been driving. He 
was directing traffic 
around me, around 
the accident scene. 
They were saving me.

He put up orange cones, and flares 
were l it around me. Ever y t hing 
changed. I watched as this woman 
took responsibility for calling a per-
fect stranger’s mother to tell her that 
her daughter’s body had just been 
crushed by a semi-trailer. I heard 
her say that her name was Gisele; she 
sounded scared. Her voice shook as 
she told my family’s answering ma-
chine that I had been in an accident 
and that whoever got this should call 
her back as soon as possible.

I knew then that I was broken. 
My mother wasn’t home. She had 
been called and nothing was better. 

Plus, Gisele was so frightened – she 
couldn’t even feign calm as she left 
that message. I was stricken with 
terror, but I couldn’t give in to it. I 
thought that if I let myself fall into it 
– fall into the fear, the loneliness, the 
hurt – I would be lost forever. I had 
no phone, no ID and, no underwear. 
If I didn’t manage to stay conscious, 
I would become a whorish Jane Doe 
who rode a bicycle. I couldn’t go out 
like that.

My one job was to stay awake. I 
needed to stay awake.

My brain kept whir-
ring as I lay on that 
Brooklyn street: What 
do these people need 
to know? What do I 
need to say? 

“I can move my toes 
and my fingers – if I 
pass out, tell the par-

amedics I’m not paralysed.” I spoke 
with the authority of someone who 
actually knew what they were talking 
about, not a theatre major who could 
barely put on a Band-Aid. Thank God 
for all those TV movies I watched – 
you know the ones, where someone 
gets into an accident and then freak 
out and say, “I can’t move my legs, 
I CAN’T MOVE MY LEGS.” Well, I 
couldn’t move my legs either. But I 
could move my toes, and I knew that 
counted for something.

“Please, can you hold my hand?” 
I asked Gisele. “I’m scared.” I didn’t 
want to say it. I wanted to be strong 

AS THE INITIAL 
SHOCK OF IMPACT 
BEGAN TO WEAR 

OFF, MY BODY 
REACTED WITH  
CRUSHING PAIN
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Katie McKenna with her mother, father, brother Conor and boyfriend Bak 

and funny and to let this just roll 
off me. I wanted to believe that this 
wasn’t a big deal – that I could put a 
Band-Aid on this one, all by myself. 
But after telling another person I was 
frightened, it became clear to me 
that I wasn’t tough enough to do this 
on my own. My mother wasn’t there 
and I was surrounded by strangers. 
So I did what made me feel like I was 
close to my family: I began to pray.

I asked Gisele, the stranger hold-
ing my hand, if she would pray with 
me. Without knowing if she was 
Catholic, Protestant, Jewish or Mus-
lim – I began to pray the Hail Mary. 
I prayed to Mary to not let me die. I 
really didn’t want to die.

My voice usually quivered at the 
‘hour-of-death’ part when I said this 
prayer out loud – this time it felt as 
if the words were shaking my entire 
body. Was this it? Seriously? Was I 
going to die, here on this street in 
Brooklyn, because of a wrong turn 
on a bike ride?

The only thing I could control 
just then was my eyes. They were 
the only part of my body that wasn’t 
hurting. I kept them open for my 
mother, for my father, for my sister, 
for my brothers, for my boyfriend, for 
my friends – I knew if I closed them 
I would be giving up on ever seeing 
those people again, on seeing any-
thing else in my life again. If I closed P
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my eyes, there was the possibility 
that I would be in darkness forever. 
So I stared unblinking into the sun-
light, fearfully gulping up as much 
light as I could.

W H E N  I  O P E N E D  m y  e y e s , 
ever ything was white. The after-
noon sunlight was blindingly white, 
my sheets were white, and I was feel-
ing white-hot pain. My whole body 
felt like the tip of a flame. What was 
happening was beyond anything I 
had ever felt before. 
I had heard people 
use white-hot  as a 
descriptor, and it had 
never made sense to 
me until now. Before, 
when I thought of hot 
t h i ngs, t he colou r 
t hat came to mind 
was red. Now, when I closed my eyes 
I could see the colour of my agony 
– and it was white. It was a remind-
er from my broken body that now 
everything had been flipped. I could 
no longer slip into the cool darkness 
behind my eyelids; even there, only 
bright, bright white lived.

I discovered tubes sticking out of 
every one of my orifices and wires 
extending from my fingers. I felt like 
a plastic octopus. The machines all 
around me, which these tubes were 
no doubt attached to, wouldn’t stop 
beeping. Was the stuff running in 
and out of the tubes causing the ma-
chines to beep? If that was the case, 

then I would like for the tubes to tell 
the machines to tell the nurses I was 
thirsty. Exhausted from this thought 
exercise, I closed my eyes and fell 
back into the whiteness.

When I opened my eyes again, my 
mum and dad, my brother Conor, 
and my boyfriend, Bak, were stand-
ing at the end of my hospital bed. 
My father’s face was bright red, and 
he had his fist up to his mouth. His 
shoulders shook as he sobbed. Tears 
slipped down my face as I waved at 

him and mum, and 
then I pointed to my-
self and curled my fin-
gers into the OK sign. 
I didn’t actually feel 
OK, but I didn’t think 
that a thumbs-down 
sign was appropriate 
– they looked worried 

enough as it was. In reality, having 
them there did make ever ything 
seem a little more OK.

“Hi, baby,” my mother said as she 
pinched my toe. My tears didn’t stop, 
but I felt soothed knowing that I 
wasn’t alone anymore.

As happy as I was to see everyone, 
my need for water trumped any other 
thought I had. My thirst was so great 
that it created a miracle – I final-
ly found a way to use something of 
what I had learned from 11th-grade 
chemistry class. I tried to make the 
chemical combination of H

2
O with 

my fingers, but my hands and arms 
felt heavy. It was like they had fallen 

 IF I CLOSED MY 
EYES, THERE WAS 
THE POSSIBILITY 

THAT I WOULD BE IN 
DARKNESS FOREVER
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asleep and my attempt to wake them 
had promoted an attack by thou-
sands of pins and needles. My finger 
acrobatics left me exhausted, frus-
trated and still thirsty. Defeated, I 
closed my eyes.

Four hours later, they removed 
my breathing tube. I was now able 
to tell them what I wanted. It was 
such relief to be able to speak and 
to know that I wasn’t paralysed, but 
in that moment the best part was 
knowing they were going to bring 
me some water. They 
brought me ice chips 
instead. I was only 
allowed a small cup 
of those lovely little 
things, but they were 
magnificent. I know 
e v e r y o n e  a l w a y s 
knocks hospital food, 
but I have to say that 
they do ice chips beautifully. That 
first glorious chip I chomped into 
had more give than a regular ice 
cube, and then it broke apart into 
hundreds of litt le melting snow-
flakes in my cardboard mouth. I was 
elated.

A WEEK AFTER THE ACCIDENT, I 
was moved out of the ICU. The doc-
tors felt I was stable and ready to be 
in the regular part of the hospital. I 
didn’t want to leave. The ICU was 
so bright, and people talked quiet-
ly and treated me delicately, as if I 
was special. But I guess I didn’t need 

their intensive care anymore, so I was 
kicked out. There wouldn’t be people 
watching over me at all times. No one 
would be checking in on me, making 
sure I felt OK, asking if I was thirsty, 
or pushing the hair away from my 
face.

On t his f loor t he doctors did 
rounds about three t imes a day, 
with the morning rounds being the 
longest and most important. In that 
meeting they would tell me about 
what was going to happen during the 

day and do a once-
over of all my medi-
cal stuff. The rounds 
lasted about five min-
utes or so and, in that 
t ime, they threw as 
much information at 
me as possible.

O n e  m o r n i n g  a 
group of three doc-

tors came in looking more serious 
than usual. There was a lot to brief 
me on – first and foremost that was 
the day we were covering pain man-
agement. The phrase pain man-
agement always made me laugh a 
little. It sounded as though it was a 
department in the company of my 
body: “And on your left is where Ka-
tie manages her pain, sets up sched-
ules, hires and fires, and sets stand-
ards and goals for her pain.”

If there really was a pain manage-
ment department, I was a poor man-
ager. My pain was all over the place. 
No one showed up on time, no one 

FOUR HOURS LATER, 
THEY REMOVED MY 
BREATHING TUBE.  
I WAS NOW ABLE  

TO TELL THEM  
WHAT I WANTED
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followed the dress code, and not one 
person filled out their tax form cor-
rectly. It was a mad show.

Every morning they checked in 
to see how good a manager I was by 
asking me my pain level, and every 
morning, I told them it was a ten. 
Every time. It was always ten – that 
is, unless I felt like dropping an 11 on 
them. Those were usually the really 
slow mornings.

“Katie, do you feel like your pain 
comes in waves?” one of the doctors 
asked that morning.

“ Y e a h ,  i t  g e t s 
w or s e s ome t i me s . 
Like when I move, 
or breathe too hard, 
or do anything with 
my body. But, if I am 
completely still and 
barely breathe, it is a 
steady pain.” I was re-
ally good at explaining how I felt to 
doctors – when I breathe, it hurts. 
When I don’t, I feel much better.  
According to my synopsis, all I had 
to do was barely breathe, and I’d be 
just fine.

“OK, so what we think will be best 
for your pain management would be 
if you got a morphine drip that would 
be attached to a pump, so you can 
use more medicine when you’re in a 
lot of pain and less when the pain is 
not as intense.”

The idea of a morphine pump 
made sense to me; this way I could 
get the meds I needed, when I needed 

them. I could try to manage what was 
happening to me better. No one un-
derstood my pain like I did, so having 
this pump as a weapon in my man-
agerial arsenal seemed like a good 
idea. The doctors left me feeling con-
fident that this would be the answer 
to my problems.

Later that day the nurses brought 
in this huge machine, offering star-
tling little instruction. They inserted 
the IV in the vein on the inside of my 
elbow and attached it to the pump. 

This machine would 
allow morphine to be 
pumped directly into 
my veins ever y si x 
minutes. They were 
giving me the maxi-
mum amount of mor-
phine my body could 
take without overdos-
ing. If I got any more, I 

could unintentionally kill myself like 
an 1980s punk rocker. I figured I’d be 
floating on a cloud of feeling better.

I was mistaken.
The nurses took off the fentanyl 

pain patch that had been excreting 
medicine into my bloodstream slow-
ly, carefully, and without me having 
to work for it. They put the clicker 
that was attached to the pump into 
my hand. It was cylindrical and 
had a button at the top that fitted 
my thumb perfectly. Left with this 
huge machine, and the instruction 
to press the button when I felt pain, 
I assumed my pain would somehow 

I WAS REALLY  
GOOD AT 

EXPLAINING HOW  
I FELT TO DOCTORS 
– WHEN I BREATHE,  

IT HURTS
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oblige by making an appearance 
every six minutes or so.

My body knew the patch had been 
removed about a half hour after the 
doctors and the nurses left. The 
lightning bolts were brighter, strong-
er, more frightening than anything 
I had felt thus far. I simply couldn’t 
comprehend that my body could feel 
this bad without me actually dying. 
In my first act as official pain man-
ager, I forcefully pressed the button 
down with my thumb until I heard 
the click of the pump. 
A second later there 
was a rush of cold 
that spread down my 
left forearm into my 
fingers and all over 
my body, dulling the 
pain.

Relief and release: 
t h i s  p u m p  w a s  a 
manager’s dream. The pain was still 
there, but it felt controlled. It felt like 
it could be handled. It felt amazing.

But then five minutes after pressing 
the pump, something changed. The 
morphine and its numbing fingers 
wore off, and when I pushed the but-
ton again, there was no click, no rush 
of cold, no relief. The pain was still 
very much there, and it was angry. I 
kept pushing down the button with 
my thumb over and over again, wait-
ing, hoping enough time had passed. 
It has to have been one minute al-
ready. Sixty little seconds. They must 
have passed. THIS IS THE LONGEST  

60 SECONDS IN HISTORY! When I 
was about to lose my mind and rip 
the pump out and beg for the patch 
back, I heard the click, and then 
the cold rush, and finally the relief. 
It became crystal clear to me how 
people could become addicted to 
morphine. I felt the craving and the 
desperation.

Those last 60 seconds became the 
worst moments of my day. Wanting 
it to be six minutes, needing for it 
to be six minutes. I stared up at that 

clock, feeling the pain 
invade my body and 
fearing that it would 
never go away. I made 
up excuses for why 
this wasn’t working: 
maybe t he doctors 
messed up the dos-
age? Maybe they just 
d id n’t rea l ise how 

tough I am? I know my chart says I 
can’t take more morphine than this 
and not have my heart explode, but 
I know I can.

I begged for more medication, for 
a little higher dosage to get through 
that sixth minute. They told me they 
were sorry I was having this pain, 
but they couldn’t give me any more 
morphine because there could be se-
rious complications... like me dying. 
I knew the truth though: my doctors 
were a bunch of unfeeling cowards – 
OK, Katie might die, gotta be careful. 
At this point I didn’t care if I died. I 
just wanted to stop hurting.

I SIMPLY COULDN’T 
COMPREHEND THAT  

MY BODY COULD 
FEEL THIS BAD 
WITHOUT ME 

ACTUALLY DYING
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This whole situation was compli-
cated by the fact that I was never very 
good at maths. All the adding up of 
minutes confused me. Luckily, I had 
been pretty decent at my multiplica-
tion tables up to the tens, and miracle 
of miracles, six was within that realm. 
So, one day I began my pumping at 
6am exactly, and from then on I knew 
at what position the big hand on the 
clock would need to be at when I 
could get my medicine again.

I w rote out the numbers on a 
napk in: six, 12, 18, 
24, 30, 36, 42, 48, 54, 
60. Those were the 
good numbers. Every 
other number was a 
bad one. I stared at 
that clock, wishing 
for multiples of six, 
worshipping t hem, 
dreaming of them ... 
which, on top of being sad, was a lit-
tle creepy.

I would click the button and hope 
for a glitch. I would pray for the ma-
chine to break and give me a little 
more, just a little more to keep the 
pain away. When my six minutes 
were up, I would hear the click that 
made the pump go, and I would stare 
at my forearm and watch my veins 
take in the painkiller. I believed I 
could see the pain actually being 
killed, everything easing, my mus-
cles and bones healing, all that was 
wrong becoming right again, at least 
for the next five minutes.

As time went on, the space be-
tween the electric shocks of pain 
lengthened. And as I became a better 
pain manager, I tried to stretch out 
the periods of time between pumps. 
It was a game I played with myself, 
trying to stave off pressing the pump. 
I would try for 12 minutes instead of 
six, and if I made it, I would feel ex-
cessively proud of myself. If I got to 
15, I would call a managers’ meeting 
with myself and offer me a raise, an 
award, the promise of a promotion.

One day I set a goal 
for myself – a serious 
I-a m-not-messi ng-
around goal. I was 
going to wait 30 min-
utes between pumps. 
The lightning bolts of 
pain came at around 
15 m i nut e s,  but  I 
breathed in and out, 

concentrating on what was happen-
ing on The Golden Girls. From what 
I could tell, Rose was dumb, Blanche 
was slutty, Dorothy was sarcastic 
and Sophia was just sassy. As divert-
ing as this show can be, I willed the 
ladies to be dumb, slutty, sarcastic 
and sassy faster. I wasn’t sure I could 
hold out without pushing the trigger, 
but time crept by at its own stubborn 
pace with no interest in how I wanted 
it to roll.

When the last joke was uttered 
and the canned applause began, I 
felt an incredible sense of pride and 
accomplishment. I had fought it. I 

AS TIME WENT ON,  
THE SPACE 

BETWEEN THE 
ELECTRIC  

SHOCKS OF PAIN 
LENGTHENED
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had fought the pain! I had fought and 
won! I felt f lushed with my victory. 
That afternoon, I threw myself a little 
party in my body’s conference room. 
There was a cake with World’s Best 
Manager written on it in blue frost-
ing. And I don’t know much about 
much, but if something is written in 
blue frosting, you have a moral obli-
gation to believe it.

So I did.

I HATED THAT I COULDN’T WALK. I 
hated that I was help-
less and listless and 
had no control of my 
body; but I hated the 
idea of leaving my bed 
way more. I had be-
come well acquainted 
with the pain I was in 
when I was in bed. I 
knew what it looked 
like. I knew what it felt 
like. I knew what was 
hurting and why. In my bed I knew 
where the remote control was. I knew 
how far I could tilt my bed before the 
shock waves of pain would start, but I 
didn’t know anything else. It had tak-
en me weeks to get accustomed to this 
hurt, and I wasn’t sure I could handle 
a new kind.

The idea of the pain was terrifying, 
but more than the pain I feared the 
doctors would be right, and maybe I 
wouldn’t be able to walk again. I kept 
the hope I would be normal again 
tucked away in my heart. Maybe I will 

be able to sit up on my own. Maybe 
someday I can stand. Maybe some-
day I will be able to walk. That ‘may-
be’ was what I clung to. With physical 
therapy there was no maybe – it was 
either sink or swim. I wanted to crawl 
under the cardboard sheets and nev-
er come out again. I wanted to live in 
the hope, let it surround me, untested. 
If I had my way, I would never have 
to try; it would just happen. I would 
wake up one day and I would be able 
to walk, and everything would be nor-

mal again. I would be 
just like Pollyanna.

It turned out there 
was no need for me to 
be as scared of my first 
physical therapy ses-
sion as I had been. My 
therapist’s name was 
Lou, and in my opin-
ion he had no concept 
of the gravity of this 
situation. This was a 

big deal for me. Not just a big deal, a 
HUGE deal. If I did this physical ther-
apy business correctly, it would bring 
me to another level of my recovery. 
If I didn’t, I would sink into a deep, 
dark abyss that I wasn’t sure I would 
be able to climb out of.

The thing that made it super clear 
to me that he didn’t ‘get’ what a big 
deal this was for me was that he was 
whistling. Whistling? This is not a 
happy occasion, friend. This is not the 
bridge in a country song. Are you not 
aware of how desperate my situation 

 I FELT AN 
INCREDIBLE SENSE 

OF PRIDE AND 
ACCOMPLISHMENT.  
I HAD FOUGHT IT.  

I HAD FOUGHT  
THE PAIN!
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is? Don’t you feel sorry for me? Aren’t 
you worried I won’t be able to do 
this? Get with the programme: Katie + 
Trying to Sit + Right Now = Potential 
Heartbreak.

Both my parents were in the hospi-
tal room with me at the time, covered 
head to toe in protective garments 
because the staph infection I’d con-
tracted wasn’t completely healed yet. 
Everything around me was yellow – all 
their protective gear, the head caps, 
the apron-gown things. The walls and 
the lights in the room were all differ-
ent shades of yellow. It was like being 
inside a box of Lemonheads. 

They were expectant, they were 
nervous, they were hopeful. I hadn’t 
told them I was scared. I was so sick 
of telling them I was scared or incapa-
ble or sad – I had decided this time I 
would keep it to myself. I hoped some-
how I would be able to pull myself up 
by my own bootstraps, even though I 
wasn’t wearing boots at this exact mo-
ment, and just get it done. If the whole 
bootstrap thing didn’t work, I had a 
plan B that included chickening out 
and then crying like a huge baby.

“OK, Katie, you are going to sit up 
on your own now,” Lou said to me 
breezily. He started to tilt the bed 
slowly upwards, the mechanical 
hum lifting me closer and closer to 
change. With each centimetre to-
wards sitting upright I became more 
and more aware of my rapidly beat-
ing heart and my sweating palms. 

Lou was a man of act ion. He 

took his huge left hand and put it 
behind my shoulder blade, and 
then looped his right hand under-
neath my knees. His face was about  
30 centimetres away from mine when 
he said, “Now we are going to sit you 
up.” More out of habit than pain, 
tears sprang to my eyes as I moved.

As I leaned forward, I felt a wisp 
of cold air on my back, and I real-
ised that my gown was completely 
open at the back and that everyone 
in the room was going to see my bot-
tom. Before I could move my arm to 
at least attempt to close my gown, 
Lou had rotated my fragile body  
90 degrees to the right. I was sitting 
up on the side of the bed with my feet 
dangling off the edge.

The room was different. I could see 
two corners of the ceiling at once. I 
was so excited. It was a new world! 
Then I started to feel as though I was 
falling to the right. 

“I ’m f a l l i n g ,  I ’m f a l l i n g ,”  I 
screamed. I had only tilted about 
five centimetres, but my equilibri-
um was off after a month horizontal. 
I had no sense of myself or my place 
in the world. My body couldn’t pro-
cess what was happening. After Lou 
steadied me, I waved at my parents. 
“Hi, I’m sitting up.”

NOW THAT I HAD BEEN SUCCESS-
FUL in step one, there was no going 
back. If I had failed, I would have 
been allowed to temper-tantrum my 
way out of this day of physiotherapy. 
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Katie’s book How To Get Run Over By A 
Truck details her long road to recovery 

But I hadn’t failed; I had succeeded. 
I listened carefully to Lou’s instruc-

tions. I took hold of the top of the 
walker with my bony hands. They 
looked so small and fragile on the grey 
plastic handles. The last time I had 
gripped something metal this tightly 
was my first time on the monkey bars 
when I was five. My knuckles were 
just as white then as they were now.

I gripped the walker in my hands 
and straightened my arms. I willed 
my forearms to lift my body, and with 
Lou’s help, I touched the ground with 
my feet, which felt like plaster of Par-
is. It was as though my feet would 
sink into it, and then the floor would 
mould around them. 

Lou circled around, spotting me as 
I lowered myself into a real big-girl 
chair. Its back was still, and it was to-
tally uncomfortable. I wondered how 
I had ever sat in something that didn’t 
recline. 

The blood started to return to my 
legs and it felt like they were waking 
up after I had crossed them for too 
long. I loved it. I loved the feeling of 
ANYTHING in my legs. They felt like 
they were a part of me again. They 
weren’t just lifeless rag dolls attached 
to my torso. They had worth; they had 
feeling.

In that instant I stopped being so 
frightened of my future. Living a 
semi-normal life became something I 
could wrap my arms around, some-
thing I was actually capable of achiev-
ing. I had willed myself to sit up, to 

stand and then to sit again. I did that. 
No more waiting and hoping for well-
ness or happiness or mobility. I had 
been able to go and get it on my own. 
I wanted it, and I made it happen. 

Katie McKenna is a writer, life coach 
and speaker living in Vermont, 
USA. Inkshares is an award-
winning publisher and film-and-TV 
production company based in 
California.

EXCERPTED FROM THE BOOK HOW TO GET RUN 
OVER BY A TRUCK, © INKSHARES, 2016. AVAIL ABLE 
ON AMAZON. REPRINTED BY PERMISSION OF THE 
PUBLISHER. P
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When A
SECRET
Is Bad For

Your Health

T
hirty years ago, Allison 
McColeman hid a big se-
cret from her family: a 
husba nd. McColema n, 
now a 55-year-old mother, 

feared the marriage would cause too 
much friction with her parents. Her 
stepfather didn’t like her partner, 
and the lovebirds had been dating 
for less than a year, which she knew 
would worry her mother. Plus, deep 
down she knew the marriage was a 

bad idea.
“I was embarrassed to tell 

them what I’d done,” she says. 
So Allison pretended the man 
who swept her off her feet was 

simply her boyfriend. Only 
her closest friends knew 
t he t rut h: A l l ison had 
married t he charming 
Irishman in a small wed-

ding at the Registry Office, 
in part to sponsor his bid for 

citizenship. She expected they’d have 
a ‘real’ wedding if the relationship 
worked out.

Instead, the couple split after a 
year. It took another five years for 
Allison to come clean to her moth-
er (her stepfather had since died). 
Though her ex rarely came up in 
their conversation, Allison couldn’t 
stop thinking about her secret. It 
was like there was an elephant in the 
room that only she saw. “I felt like I’d 
been lying to her all that time,” she 
says about life before she came clean. 
“Afterwards, I just felt lighter.”BY Leah Rumack IL
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you involuntarily think about it – like 
you’re picking at a scab. It’s more 
likely that your mind will get stuck 
thinking about a secret that speaks to 
your intrinsic sense of self (a hidden 
marriage) than a more everyday se-
cret (like the fact that I have a stash of 
chocolate that I hide from my family). 
“The hard part about having a secret 
is not that we have to hide it,” says Sle-
pian, “but that we have to live with it 
alone in our thoughts.”

DISTINGUISH SHAME 
FROM GUILT
Chances are good that the secrets 
that will weigh on you the most are 
the ones that make you feel bad 

about yourself. Part of 
the reason Allison didn’t 
tell her family about her 
ill-fated nuptials is that 
some pa r t of her felt 
that her boyfriend was 
using her, and she was 
ashamed she got sucked 
in. Many of us can relate 

to shame keeping us quiet. (My hus-
band still likes to remind me about 
when I ‘forgot’ to tell him that I was 
visiting a psychic because I knew he 
would think it was silly and a waste of  
money.)

Slepian says that what’s more 
harmful about shame – and what 
distinguishes it from guilt – is that 
when you feel ashamed you think 
I’m a bad person, but when you feel 
guilt you think I’ve done a bad thing. 

We all have personal secrets – even 
if they’re not always as juicy as a hid-
den marriage. While not everybody 
needs to know everything about you, 
the benefits of sharing secrets can of-
ten be greater than whatever damage 
you’re imagining you will incur from 
doing so. Here’s how to tell someone 
a big secret.

ASK YOURSELF: IS IT 
HARMFUL?
The idea that secrets can be a psychic 
weight is what first intrigued psy-
chologist Michael Slepian, an associ-
ate professor at Columbia University 
and author of The Secret Life of Se-
crets. His research shows that 97 per 
cent of people have a 
secret, and the average 
person is keeping 13 at 
any given time. Keeping 
secrets has been linked 
with less-satisfying rela-
tionships, higher rates of 
anxiety and depression 
and a generally dimin-
ished sense of wellbeing. Slepian’s re-
search revealed 38 categories of com-
mon secrets spanning everything 
from big ones (infidelity, addiction) to 
relatively minor ones (embarrassing 
habits, hidden possessions).

All types of secrets have the po-
tential to harm your mental health, 
but that harm doesn’t actually come 
from the stress of concealment. Slepi-
an says the biggest clue to how dam-
aging a secret is to you is how often 

ALL TYPES OF 
SECRETS HAVE 
THE POTENTIAL 
TO HARM YOUR 

MENTAL HEALTH
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The latter is actually much healthier, 
he says, and telling your secret can 
help get you past the shame and to a 
place where you might reflect on your 
behaviour. 

If you decide you acted wrongly, 
he adds, you can then figure out how 
to act differently next time. “You can 
learn from your mistakes.” 

CONFIDE…
The most obvious thing you can do 
to lessen the weight of keeping a se-
cret is to share it with 
someone, says Slepian. 
Telling it to another 
person – be it a friend, 
a therapist or even an 
online acquaintance – 
can reduce the number 
of times your mind will 
obsessively go back to 
it, sort of like opening 
a n emot iona l pres-
sure valve. But Slepian 
points out it’s not simply the act of 
confessing that helps get your mind 
out of the record groove – it’s the con-
versation that follows.

“Confessing something on the in-
ternet anonymously can feel really 
great for about ten seconds,” he says. 
“But having a conversation with 
someone you trust works because 
people can bring a unique perspec-
tive, emotional support or advice.” 
Even being heard by one person can 
help you think about your secret dif-
ferently and move forward.

BUT CONFIDE IN THE 
RIGHT PERSON
Slepian says that people share 26 per 
cent of the secrets they’re told, which 
seems like a pretty big gamble to take 
if you have a secret you really want 
kept (mostly) under wraps. The key, 
he says, is to choose someone who 
has a similar set of morals and val-
ues as you. “People are more likely 
to pass on a secret if they’re morally 
outraged by the behaviour,” he says. 
“So don’t confide in someone who’s 

going to be scandalised 
by your admission.”

For ex a mple,  you 
may not want to share 
that you’ve developed 
a crush on a colleague 
(even t hough you’re 
already in a relation-
ship) with the friend 
who thinks that even 
looking at another per-
son is tantamount to 

cheating. It’s probably better to save 
that particular tidbit for the pal who 
knows a bit of innocent daydreaming 
when she sees it and can reassure you 
that you’re not a monster who’s des-
tined to break up your family. 

Deep down, past all the worry and 
shame, Allison knew that her mother 
could handle the secret. “She was 
surprised, but she wasn’t angry,” she 
says. Mostly, she was happy Allison 
was OK, divorced and had a clean 
slate. “And I felt much better because 
I got it off my chest.”                             

EVEN BEING 
HEARD BY ONE 

PERSON CAN HELP 
YOU THINK ABOUT 

YOUR SECRET 
DIFFERENTLY AND 
MOVE FORWARD
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PLUS  SIGN UP TO OUR FREE NEWSLETTER FOR 
MORE HOT OFFERS, TOP STORIES AND PRIZES!

ONLINE
FIND THESE UNIQUE RE ADS AT

RDasia.com

ReadersDigestAsia

FOOD

9 foods nutritionists 
never order at fast 
food restaurants
Fast foods may taste good but are 
often comprised of saturated fat, 
sugar and lack nutritional value. 

Everyday habits to 
improve your memory

Fifteen ways to free up your  
brain and remember new and 

important information.

PETS

These adorable pups look so 
much like stuffed animals, you’ll 
do a double-take to make sure 
they’re pets, not toys!

14 PUPPIES THAT LOOK 
LIKE TEDDY BEARS

LIFESTYLE + HEALTH

http://RDasia.com


PUZZLES

ACROSS

   1 Farm honkers (5)

   4 Declares formally (9)

10 High-pitched flute (4)

11 Happening together (10)

12 Safe stores (6)

13 Casual tops (1-6)

14 WWII turning point (1-3)

16  Lowest-value  chessmen (5)

19  Deciduous  
timber trees (4)

Crossword
Test your general 
knowledge. 

DOWN

   2  My Fair Lady’s 
 _____ Doolittle (5)

   3  Author of  
‘Ozymandias’ (7)

   5 Made phone call (4)

   6  Consecutive  
parts of a meal (7)

   7 International carrier (7)

   8 Frequently (4,5)

   9 Misbehaves (4,2)

15 Rainless months (3,6)

17 Egyptian cobra (3)

18 Indicate agreement (3)

21 Profoundly different (7)

22 Household chore (7)

23 Wanders away (6)

24 Obtains temporarily (7)

27 Model _____ 
        Campbell (5)

28 Stupefy (4)

20 Cloth colourist (4)

22  Portable music players (5)

24 Deep voice (4)

25  May contain peas or 
beans, for example (4,3)

26  Shows broadcasts  
again (6)

29 Mental analysis (10)

30  Woodwind instrument (4)

31 Graceless (9)

32 Up and out of bed (5)

Challenge yourself by solving these puzzles and mind 
stretchers, then check your answers on page 110.
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BRAIN POWER
brought to you by

"Write, Erase, Rewrite"

Puzzle 
Answers

PAGES 110

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.

8 3 4
3 5
4 9 6 3

8 1 9
8 3 7 9 6

3 2 6
5 3 9 1
1 4

2 6 5



Spot The Difference
There are ten differences. Can you find them?

FAMILY FUN
Puzzle 

Answers
PAGE 110

Kaleidomaze
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Cross the bridge  
from bottom to top. 

You do not have to start at  
a pink square but you must follow 

 the correct colour sequence. 

You may only travel from a pink  
square to a yellow one, from a  

yellow square to a blue one,  
from a blue square to a green one,  

and from a green square  
to a pink one.

Diagonal moves are not allowed.
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TRIVIA

Test Your General Knowledge

The Genius Section

Answers: 1. Dijon mustard. 2. Nannying. 3. One cell each. 4. Bone marrow. 5. Peter Jackson. 
6. The NBA. 7. Orcas. Scientists don’t fully understand this behaviour, but it may be a playful ‘fad’. 
8. Antarctica. 9. Elliot Page. 10. Lisbon. 11. A cat. 12. Shania Twain’s Come on Over. 13. Fly solo 
around the world. 14. Dungeons & Dragons. 15. Nitrogen. 

1. What condiment was in short 
supply last year across France, 
despite being named for a French 
city? 1 point
2. The UK’s Norland College is 
known for training elite providers of 
what service? 2 points
3. How many cells do bacteria 
have? 1 point
4. Volunteers receive anaesthesia 
when they donate which of the 
following: blood, bone marrow or 
plasma? 2 points
5. Who recently became the third 
person to earn a billion dollars 
by making movies? 2 points
6. Players in what 
professional sport perform 
signature celebratory 
moves as ‘Ice in My Veins’, 
‘Night Night’ and ‘The 
Silencer’? 1 point
7. Which cetaceans 
recently began 
attacking small boats, 
sometimes sinking 
them? 2 points

8. Roughly 255 million years ago, 
India, Africa and Australia were all 
touching which continent? 1 point
9. What Canadian actor said, 
“Bullying puts you in a place where, 
later, you have so much unlearning 
to do”? 2 points
10. What city suffered a devastat-
ing earthquake in 1755? 1 point
11. What was the ninth- century 
Japanese Emperor Uda describing 
when he wrote, “When it lies down, it 
curls in a circle like a coin”? 1 point 
12. What is the world’s best-selling 

studio album by a female 
musician? 1 point

13. Zara Rutherford and 
her brother Mack recently 
became the youngest 
woman and the youngest 

person, respectively, to do 
what? 1 point
14. What tabletop-
game franchise of 
Stranger Things fame 
will get a new film 
this year? 1 point

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

15. Billions of the people  
alive today wouldn’t have food 
to eat if it weren’t for ammonia, 
a fertiliser compound made by 
extracting which element from 

the air? 1 point
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Crossword
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Kaleidomaze
Cross the bridge from bottom to top.

Following the colour sequence.

Spot The Difference 

PUZZLE ANSWERS

Sudoku
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WORD POWER

The Genius Section

And They All Lived Happily Ever After

BY Sarah Chassé

1. valiant – A: royal.  
B: courageous. C: gentle.

2. crone – A: cruel old woman.  
B: enchanted frog. C: long-lost twin.

3. motif – A: series of riddles.  
B: hooded cloak. C: recurring theme. 

4. talisman – A: suit of armour.  
B: lucky object. C: bad omen.

5. chalice – A: drinking vessel.  
B: lost child found in forests.  
C: troll’s weapon.

6. damsel – A: young woman.  
B: magic bean. C: golden goose.

7. betrothed – A: wealthy.  
B: covered in jewels. C: engaged.

8. kelpie – A: witch. B: water spirit. 
C: stepsister.

9. pastoral – A: rural.  
B: ancient. C: passed down.

10. knave – A: deceitful man.  
B: travelling musician. 
C: eldest son.

11. parable – A: tall tower.  
B: shepherd’s staff.  
C: story with a moral.

12. soothsayer – A: matchmaker.  
B: singer of ballads. C: psychic.

13. coronate – A: banish.  
B: crown. C: wake with a kiss.

14. ogre – A: impossible task.  
B: drawbridge. C: man-eating giant.

15. joust – A: overthrow a king.  
B: curse for 100 years.  
C: battle on horseback.

This month’s quiz will whisk you off to a kingdom far, 
far away, full of fair maidens, dashing princes and 
mythical monsters. Your quest: choose the correct 

definitions for these words, all inspired by fairy tales 
and fables. Once you slay that dragon, turn to the next 

page for your happily ever after.

rdasia.com   111

http://rdasia.com


R E A DER’S DIGE ST

VOCABULARY RATINGS
5–9: Fair
10–12: Good
13–15: Word Power Wizard

1. valiant – (B) courageous. 
Thanks to the valiant  efforts of 
firefighters, no one was injured in 
the blaze.

2. crone – (A) cruel old woman. 
Mrs Claxton is known as the 
neighbourhood crone, but she’s 
always been kind to me.

3. motif – (C) recurring theme.  
The battle between good and evil is 
a common  motif in literature from 
many cultures.

4. talisman – (B) lucky object. 
Giuseppe carries a rabbit’s foot as 
a talisman when he visits the casino.

5. chalice – (A) drinking vessel.  
The wicked queen offered her enemy 
a chalice full of poison.

6. damsel – (A) young woman. 
I’m no damsel in distress, I have a 
black belt in karate!

7. betrothed – (C) engaged.  
The princess is betrothed to a 
handsome duke and will be a 
blushing bride.

8. kelpie – (B) water spirit. 
According to Scottish legend, 
kelpies lure unsuspecting travellers 
to drown in lakes and rivers.

9. pastoral – (A) rural.  
Hans prefers his quiet, pastoral life 
over the hustle and bustle of cities.

10. knave – (A) deceitful man.  
“That knave Donald has betrayed 
me!” Jack cried.

11. parable – (C) story with a moral. 
The parable of King Midas reminds 
us to be careful what we wish for.

12. soothsayer – (C) psychic.  
After examining the tea leaves, the 
soothsayer predicted a rich harvest.

13. coronate – (B) crown. 
Leonora was coronated as queen 
immediately after her wicked  
uncle died.

14. ogre – (C) man-eating giant. 
Perhaps the most famous ogre, 
Shrek, is more friendly than 
fearsome.

15. joust – (C) battle on horseback. 
Sir Percival and his long-time rival, 
Sir William, will joust tomorrow at 
noon to settle their differences.

Answers
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