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Introduction

You don’t have to be crazy to work here.
In fact you don’t have to work here at all.
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The writing is on the coff ee cup

The writing is on the wall, or at least it should be. In 
my neighbourhood we have homeowners with guns 
and dogs and fi erce desires not to spend the weekend 

repainting their walls, so the writing is on a yield sign 
near a dip in the road a couple of blocks down. There are 

also three names imprinted onto some concrete on a verge. 
Unfortunately, none of this writing is very witt y. Unless you are an 

optimist who believes that adolescent Rico’s eye never wandered, and 
that he still loves Zenobia forever, it’s not very prophetic either. I hope 
they are happy. It takes a lot of passionate fervour to write with a 
black marker pen on a yield sign.

Forget about the revolutionary slogans as well. With the exception 
of my neighbours the dog farmers, the whole neighbourhood, myself 
included, seems to aspire to boring, middle class existences. 

As far as I am concerned, the writing is on the coff ee mugs. And also 
on bumper stickers. More’s the pity.

Graffi  ti was a ‘modern’ thing: take a blank wall and write some-
thing about yourself. Coff ee mugs and bumper stickers are the ‘post-
modern’ way. Take an image or some pithy thought and stick it on to 
express yourself.

The problem with coff ee mugs is that they are entirely banal. ‘You 
don’t have to be mad to work here but it helps.’ I so agree with that, 
but can we get some decent slogans on coff ee mugs to alleviate the 
lunacy. 

‘World’s best mom.’ Maybe, but the amount of time you take for 
your kid means that you risk of becoming the world’s least productive 
employee. Perhaps you could cut back on the ballet to three times a 
week.

‘World’s best  golfer.’ Ditt o the above, just substitute ‘extended meet-
ings’ for ballet.

Coff ee mugs are nuggets of life penned by greeting card scribes: 
banal for the masses, more likely reason to shudder. 

Bumper stickers are worse. They all seem to say the same thing with 
greater uniformity. I know your other car is a Porsche. It seems to be 
the way to go in this burg. And I wouldn’t be driving this close to you 
if your bumper sticker were even remotely legible.

Notes from the Bott om of the Coff ee Cup 
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As far as the Christian stickers go, which bank does Jesus save with 
anyway? Does he also have an issue with the bank charges and the 
delay on cheques? There are beautiful pieces that express religious 
beliefs. But I suppose Ecclesiastes is a bit much for the confi nes of a 
bumper sticker.

I suspect that there is a correlation between the banality of a given 
sticker and the incidence of road rage. The last thing someone in a 
desperate rush, to arrive on time for the fi rst time in a week, wants is 
to be confronted with some anodyne statement saying ‘everything is 
fi ne and groovy’.

There may also, I suspect, be a correlation between the number of 
coff ee mugs that say ‘you don’t have to be crazy…’ and the body count 
in one of those blood-spatt ered offi  ce rampages. How oft en can an 
individual with a Prozac habit be exposed to that message before it 
really sinks in?

The scope and extent of a system is probably as broad as its inputs 
and ability to express its desire to evolve. If coff ee mugs and bumper 
stickers are taken as the common means of self-expression, then the 
system is probably not entirely healthy. 

Perhaps the selectors of coff ee mugs for this year’s range should be 
encouraged to recognise that they are a vital part of the mental and 
spiritual development of a large part of humanity. 

Or perhaps we should return to old-fashioned values and arm the 
kids with collections of witt y sayings and boxes full of spray cans. At 
least we could have some entertainment on our drives through the 
‘burbs’ and the ‘urbs’. 

The causes have changed since the heyday of graffi  ti, but there are 
plenty of new issues and I’d like to see some witt y stuff  about climate 
change, to name but one possibility.

As for the coff ee cups, they drive me crazy without the help of Pro-
zac, or fi xed employment. There ought to be a law, or at least a corpo-
rate policy, that restricts people who don’t have enough wit, to limit 
themselves to a plain white or black cup.

It feels as if someone should write something diff erent. 

Notes from the Bott om of the Coff ee Cup 



Monkeys in silk

I’m still trying to decode what they mean
when they talk about dressing from left  to right.
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Monkeys in silk 

How to make a great fi rst impression with Nazi fetish gear

“Clothes maketh the man,” so I am told. And apparently, 
“First appearances count.” Interesting ideas. 

I was never one for dressing well. Wrinkles used to be 
par for the course, and keeping my shirt tucked in still 

eludes me. My clothes are ironed nowadays, though not by me. I ob-
ject to standing over an ironing board, having had plenty of experi-
ence of gett ing the seam in the wrong place.

 I now pay someone to do my ironing for me. She’s not very good 
at it, and I still have a certain amount of wrinkles, but at least it’s not 
me doing the ironing. That’s my concession to looking decent. Now 
on with the show...

Clothes are a form of diplomacy. The right apparel is an emissary 
that conveys the message of the wearer. The burning question is can 
you trust the message? 

History is litt ered with well-dressed men and women, all of whom 
had a major impact on life as we know it. These were people who 
made an immediate good impression on those around them. They 
had to in order to be credible. 

Now consider the fact that at least one major fashion house got its 
fi rst big break with an order for jackboots and snappy black form-
fi tt ing uniforms for an elite national security unit in the 1940s. Like 
any good diplomat clothes can tell the most outrageous lies and still 
make them look good.

The fi rst type of lie that clothes tell is the uniform. A uniform is sup-
posed to demonstrate a specifi c role and the caliber of the individual 
who wears it. Senior legal professionals wear outrageous wigs. The 
medical profession is associated with white coats and stethoscopes. 
What police wear depends on the country. 

All of these professions are supposed to ascribe to a high level of 
ethics, yet all of these professions have their examples of corruption, 
or the sort of ethics that would make even the most cynical televange-
list with a choir full of buxom eighteen year olds think twice.

It’s not just individuals who wear the uniforms that can go wrong 
though: occasionally the entire profession can be corrupted. Witness 
the example of the fashion house and the jackboots.
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The second lie can be found in the individual who adopts the cloth-
ing as a façade. Aft er all, if ‘clothes maketh the man’, then what more 
there are the hundreds of stories that feature modestly dressed priest, 
missing rings and the inevitable loss of money on the part of some in-
dividual possessing a equally large measures of gullibility and greed.

The third lie, the lie that arises from omission, is found in the people 
who propagate the idea that clothing is the key indicator of a man or 
woman’s personality. Perhaps all is not so well if there is no need to 
look any deeper than the surface. 

A new dress code is emerging. Across the world, people are dis-
carding suits and ties in favour of casual slacks and cott on shirts. The 
underpinning of the change is an honest desire to be comfortable and 
seen outside of the camoufl age of a uniform or a suit. Yet even ap-
parent casual att ire does not always speak of homespun honesty and 
the sort of values that come from the rural sett ing which many of the 
labels seek to emulate, albeit with a very cosmopolitan approach to 
prices.

The problem with ‘clothes that maketh the man’ is that the approach 
builds a stereotype. It’s not the sort of stereotype that says ‘my colour 
good, every other colour bad’, but it still deludes us and leads us away 
from the true worth of an individual. 

There are exceptions to the rule: Gandhi made do with a strategical-
ly placed loin cloth, and many great minds appear to have diffi  culty 
telling a blue sock from a pink one.

Perhaps the best strategy in determining a fi rst impression based on 
clothes is not immediately to admire, but to ask. “Why on earth did 
you wear that?” 
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My friends call me hairball

According to advertising and popular media, people are 
measured by their possessions and their looks. Two of 
the material items that almost always crop up are the 

car and the mobile phone. The one att ribute that endures 
    is hair.

If the media is to be believed, you can be the most pathetic loser 
and still get by if your hair looks decent. As far as women go, great 
hair seems to be the route to meaningful social interaction and de-
cent orgasms. In fact, a couple of ads bluntly state that a woman who 
does not have long, shiny hair will be socially ostracized and excluded 
from any meaningful professional interaction in the workplace.

I’m not good at looking aft er hair: my haircuts happen irregularly, 
usually every three to six months, though possibly annually depend-
ing on how busy my schedule is. 

My few experiments with long-term, hassle-free maintenance and 
a number two electric clipper blade got me a politely worded request 
from my then fi ancé, and later my wife. 

I enjoyed having litt le or no hair. The routine of washing and comb-
ing involved a quick rinse and possibly a hand run through the fuzz 
on top of my skull. The clipper coif was particularly pleasant in sum-
mer when I learned the true meaning of ‘feeling the wind in your 
hair’, a sensation that my thick straw-thatch mop had previously de-
nied to me. 

My wife, on the other hand, was very clear that it gave me a thuggish 
appearance, even though I enjoyed the sensations of watching people 
cross the street to avoid me and having the pavement to myself.

The fascinating thing about hair is that it has become a symbol for 
belief, belonging and everything for which the individual stands. A 
car that appeared to be the height of modernity and ‘cool’ seven years 
ago now looks like it belongs in a scrap heap, and it probably does. 
In order to stay current, a mobile phone needs replacement every six 
months, possibly sooner. Clothing styles change on a seasonal basis. 
Unless balding, hair is with you for life.

The original archetype for this idea was Sampson. Sampson’s long 
hair was the source of great strength given from God. The moment 



15

Monkeys in silk

he cut his hair, he lost his power. There is a lot that can be read into 
this story if you don’t take it at face value. Perhaps Sampson’s belief 
in the linkage between God and his hair was the actual source of his 
strength. 

In my childhood, boys were expected to wear their hair about three 
or four centimeters above their ears and collars, and what litt le hair 
remained had to be kept short. This was a symbol of our decency, 
trustworthiness and blind obedience to people who thought that a 
coconut epitomized presentability and manliness.

Our teachers and other mentors saw long hair as a symbol of the 
sort of eff eminate degeneracy that lead to homosexuality, socialist ten-
dencies, drug taking, unnatural acts with farm animals and possibly 
even dancing with girls. In one or two of the above instances they 
were right. Those of us who chose to wear our hair closer to the collars 
and ears did so in the rebellious spirit of youth. 

The discrepancy is that long hair has always been fashionable and 
short hair is the exception not the rule. Sampson wore it long. The gen-
eration that colonized world wore it long. And I’m sure that Custer, in 
his very last moments at Litt le Bighorn, had a very real fear of losing 
his fl owing locks to the scalper’s brutal knife.

Today, one of the most obvious fashion is the ‘chrome-dome’. No 
hair is a fashion statement, particularly if you are balding and as long 
as you can keep your scalp waxed and gleaming. It seems to speak of 
eff ectiveness and a go-gett ing att itude.

Where will we be tomorrow and what will we believe in, given that 
the range and scope of hairstyles is ultimately determined by how 
oft en we cut our hair and how much we remove?

Linking the hairstyle to beliefs and ideologies is not as spurious as it 
may sound:, with all the diff erent shapes, sizes and pigmentations in 
the human parade, we need a common thing that links us.
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Can you say that again. I’m not wearing my glasses.

It had to happen. Everything gives, sooner or later. In 
this case, it was my glasses. How did it happen? It was 
one of those really dumb moments. I bent down to move 

something from one part of the fl oor to another, and the 
sofa assaulted me. When I stopped clutching my nose and 

swearing, I realised that the frame had cracked. I tried a drop of su-
perglue, but no such luck! The lens would not stay in.

Everyone has something that distinguishes them. It could be the in-
teresting limp of a beggar, a pair of rubbery, Botox lips crawling across 
the face of a movie star or those fl oral dresses and ugly hats that seem 
to be the only thing that maiden aunts keep in their closets. In my 
case, it was my glasses.

I am not particularly good at dressing and personal grooming. Nor 
do I have a thing for expensive watches. Instead I went for a pair of 
glasses. I remembered watching some show on the television indus-
try, and somewhere, amongst all the inanities, the fact emerged that if 
you wear glasses, you don’t need makeup. 

As I am a male, and particularly averse to the idea of wearing make-
up, I decided to put my money where my mouth is, or more precisely, 
about fi ve centimeters above my mouth, and get a pair of frames that 
precisely expressed my inner nerdiness. 

TV producers did not gravitate towards me, but the thick rims told 
people what to expect. 

My social life improved as well. Although the subtle purple tint may 
have had something to do with it, there is a lot to be said for being able 
to recognize people when I see them, and greet them.

The trip to the optometrist has not brought much relief yet. It seems 
as if Murphy is in residence there. In the fi rst place, they didn’t have 
the same set of frames, so no luck on that front. Secondly, although I 
found a pair of frames that look very similar, albeit without the subtle 
purple, there have been delays in gett ing the glasses, apparently due 
to my medical insurance.

For now, I am staying indoors. It’s safer. At least we don’t have any 
lamp posts in the house. Nor am I going to off end anyone by walking 
right past them on the street with a blank look and a slight squint.
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A talk with a friend on the situation yielded an interesting observa-
tion. She noted that whenever she was deprived of her contact lenses, 
she couldn’t hear so well. I don’t know whether she was joking, but 
something about the comment rang true for myself: Ever since my 
glasses have been out of commission, I have been slightly harder of 
hearing.

My hearing isn’t all that great to begin with, probably the result of 
too much loud music as a teenager, young adult and now as someone 
approaching middle age who can aff ord an iPod.

I theorize that the eff ort of looking around, trying to focus on things 
like the blurry shape walking along the street that may or may not be 
a friend smiling at me, takes up a residual amount of brain capacity 
that I would normally use for listening.

Then there is the fact that, as my hearing isn’t the most fi nely tuned 
of my senses, I have developed a habit of looking at peoples’ mouths 
as they speak for extra clues. 

And add to that the fact that for the ultimate concentration on what 
people are saying, I close my eyes or take off  my glasses in order not to 
see, and just concentrate on the sounds emerging from their mouths.

There you have it, folks. If I can’t see well, I can’t hear so well, but if 
I close my eyes or watch your lips, I can hear really well.

I suppose these are two senses or activities that are linked in my 
own specifi c biology. 

Maybe the old cliché about a person being so dumb that he or she 
‘cannot walk and chew gum at the same time’ has some reality to it. 
I can walk and chew gum at the same time, even though I choose not 
to, as chewing gum is an ugly habit. Perhaps there are people who 
use so much cerebral capacity for coordinating their legs, that the act 
of simultaneously moving their lower jaw up and down eludes them, 
and vice versa.

I can’t wait for my new pair of glasses.
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The learning curve of thorns

I walk a lot, in the neighbourhood. It has something to 
do with the rhythm of shoes on the pavement counter-
pointed with the easy beat of breathing and, depending 

on the hill, the syncopation of my heart. It’s a ‘jazz’ kind  
 of thing: three elements synching up, and I just slip away 
into reveries, sometimes productive and other times just plain fun. 

Walking in town is something diff erent. I see other sides of things. 
The low-budget fried chicken franchise might be brightly hued and 
minor-league, ‘wannabe’ preppy on the television ads, but it’s real life, 
sweaty  and jostling for the chicken in a box come ‘time-to-clock-off ’. 
The mobile airtime hawkers on one buck margins, the guys pitching 
genuine ‘Made in China’ knock-off s and the beggars’ silent accusations 
are the supersize-me fries with a budget packet of chemical ketchup 
that come with this greasy box of reality to go. 

Get real. Discover life on the streets. Walk, watch and wonder. You 
may learn something new. Don’t worry about the people who look 
at you like some street-dwelling scum who hasn’t yet earned the re-
spectability of sixty monthly payments on an ageing car. That’s the 
suburban groove: narrow-minded, bounded by electric fences, disaf-
fected dogs and ‘lock-up-and-go walls, blinkered by the rigid one-
way, blank-eyed TV stare. 

Left  foot then right foot. Repeat until the world changes or some 
shop or watering hole calls you in for an alternative therapy. That’s all 
there is to it. Except the shoes.

I’m ambivalent about shoes. They’re good on or off . I grew up with 
my shoes that way: my feet were a learning curve and an intuitive 
interface with the world around me. 

My feet loved the feel of soil and tar, and shoeless freedom, but there 
was learning and my barefoot skills developed. The rusty nail taught 
me to watch where I put my bare feet. So did angry soldier ants and 
any number of vicious thorns, long or short, solid or paper thin. 

Melting tar taught me that you can keep your bare feet of the road, 
most of the time, as long as your strides are long and you can bound 
like a gazelle. Why not switch to the pavement? That was the king-
dom of the thorns. Still, the feet hardened, and it wasn’t just the layer 
of melted tar.
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On the other hand, long, long days running to friends and running 
around the neighbourhood taught me that shoes can help you keep 
moving longer. Too long without them and my feet would fl att ened 
out and develop a dull ache. And then I couldn’t keep up with the 
pack.

Good and bad. That’s my experience of shoes. 
Things have changed since then. It seems as if the balance is swing-

ing to shoes. Mud and dirt are not good for kids anymore. Scraped 
toes and thorns are no longer legitimate learning curves. Scorpions 
are not something to be avoided or watched from a distance if shoes 
make you safe and you can step on them. 

But at the same time, walking is something that is done as an or-
ganised sport if you live in suburbia, not a way to get somewhere. 
So shoes become ways to cover your feet, not tools in which to walk, 
unless you head off  to a speciality store for special walking shoes and 
can cope with the wince when the slip is handed to you.

And shoes become ways to decorate your feet, sculpted objects, of-
ten too fl imsy to last more than a month or six on the pavement, but 
enough to justify a year’s gradual payments.

I don’t buy smart shoes anymore. My pair of walking shoes has last-
ed me long enough now to know the wisdom of the money invested. 
I have a pair of slip slops for wearing around the house. And I have 
slippers for winter. The scorpion under the rock takes his chances with 
my bare feet and my eyes.

But shoes don’t defi ne me. The conceits I wear are the memory that 
if all the shoe shops in the world suddenly vanished in a leather-
scented apocalypse, I could survive. And the other conceit is my walk, 
without a car or a care, be it on the wrong end of the main street or the 
roads through the suburbs.

I feel half sorry for people who don’t know these pleasures.
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The revelations of household appliances

The true measure of a man
is revealed by his fridge.



22

The revelations of household appliances

In future, stoves will have fashion makeovers

Ironing. It’s not something I am good at. If someone 
competent doesn’t do it for me, I walk around looking 
like some scrap of material dredged up from the bott om 

of a sewer. A number of people have commented on it, 
but it’s just one of those things that I really don’t care much 

about at all. There is more to life than seams and creases and fi rst ap-
pearances, as Beauty learned when she kissed the Beast. (If you get 
a sudden sense of deja vu here, it’s because you read this a couple of 
pages back. )

I care about the iron though. 
I have an old iron that comes out of my mother’s house. It is one 

of those numbers that used to get put in the fi re, or on the stove, to 
warm it up. It’s all covered in rust and obviously ancient. With a bit of 
three-in-one oil to remove the rust, and a couple of burning branches 
to warm it up, I could probably get it working in no time. And burn 
my fi ngers. And iron in creases where they were never intended to be 
in the fi rst place.

The new iron, the one which irons creases into my clothes with elec-
tricity, is the sixth or seventh that has passed through our hands. The 
cords wore out on the others. Or they developed an annoying habit 
of burning clothes. Some got ugly looking marks which couldn’t be 
fi xed with descaler. One ended up giving those awesome jolts which 
remind us that, like a god, electricity is worth adoring, but also con-
tains a good amount of pain and shaky disorientation. 

As soon as it starts misbehaving, the new iron will end up exactly 
where the old irons went: in the dustbin, another expense at the al-
tar of superfi cial vanity. Irons are just one of those things, along with 
about three ironing boards, four kett les, two toasters, two cheap mi-
crowaves and so on, and so on... Litt le things add up. 

Our fridge, on the other hand is about twenty years old, and looks 
good for another ten. Our washing machine, which we had to fi nally 
get rid of, was over thirty years old. I like things that last forever. They 
make sense. 

The whole thing of the environmental crisis, which is starting to be-
come a really serious crisis now, says that we need to stop it with the 
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disposable thinking. Everything comes at a cost and now it seems that 
the highest cost will be environmental.  

It seems like there may yet be a case for gett ing rid of the rust on 
the old iron, aside from a gratuitous excuse to put some meat on a 
barbecue.

The sense of ‘newness’, the sudden rush to the head as you hold 
something new in a fl ashy box, is addictive. Antiques, like the dilapi-
dated couch in our living room, just aren’t in favour, merely because 
they aren’t new and, in the case of the couch, because of the impres-
sive damage done by our hyperactive, one-eyed cat.

We won’t be buying a new couch though. We’ll keep using the 
throws until the last minute and then recycle it as... a couch. Amazing 
what you can achieve with the application of a professional uphol-
sterer. And I sincerely hope it doesn’t cost more than a new one. 

Old and worn will come back into fashion. I can foresee whole in-
dustries springing up around restoring the white on fridges, the ecru 
on old computers and the black bits on stoves. And perhaps, just per-
haps, major appliance dealerships will begin stocking parts for dis-
continued lines, enabling me to get my oven door replaced. 

Perhaps they will even start going ‘open architecture’, the way the 
computer industry did, so I will be able to buy a ‘Stove Door 5880 
Predator GXK’ with a vaguely embarrassing picture of a scantily clad 
oriental Manga babe.

And while we’re on that topic, what about customising the look of 
appliances to keep up with the latest fashion trends? We could re-
place the current steel look with something that hides the blotches 
and stains bett er. Paisley stove tops, anyone?

Something has to change, and it almost certainly needs to start with 
‘keeping’, not ‘changing on whim’. 

Does that sound hard? If you are one of those rampant consumers, 
remember that your sense of fashion could be contributing to melting 
of Himalayan glaciers, the extinction of the polar bears, not to men-
tion the fl ooding in the north.
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The socio-cultural signifi cance of the household fridge

I live in a household that is two steps up the household 
evolutionary chain from the bachelor pad. It is home to 
my wife and daughter who remove it a good few miles 

from the simplicity of bare necessities. Nor does it con-
tain six-packs and half-full bott les of lethal cocktail ingredi-

ents, those other signs of bachelorhood. Waking up with a hangover 
is now a rare occurrence, even slightly unwelcome.

The fi rst steps in the evolution away from a bachelor household in-
volved the acquisition of vital household appliances, though strange-
ly not acquisition of a signifi cant other. These appliances were not, 
as you might imagine, a stereo, a large tiger-skin-print couch and a 
couple of six packs. In fact they were a hot plate, a washing machine 
and a fridge.

Every bachelor starts out with a hot plate or microwave. What comes 
next says a lot. A washing machine points to the fact that the bachelor 
believes that appearances count, or at least that mum has politely re-
quested that her son stop bringing dirty clothes home. A fridge may 
say that the bachelor prefers fresh food, as opposed to two-day old 
pizza from a box in the cupboard, but probably says that the bachelor 
wants to party at home. I chose the fridge.

A fridge is a ‘must-have’ for everyone outside of the polar regions. It 
keeps food fresh, and confers immortality on strange bott les of pickles 
that nobody can bear to throw away. I have a bott le that is six years old 
now. It still looks OK, though I haven’t plucked up the courage to taste 
it for the last fi ve years. Perhaps I should hold a dinner party.

Fridges are also indicators of a nation’s prosperity. As soon as wealth 
begins to sink in, before smog, gridlock and fears about the rising oil 
price park themselves on the nation’s doorsteps, fridges begin to make 
their appearance. Forget the number of children in schools, beds in 
hospitals or per capita GDP: just count the fridges. The truly wealthy 
nations not only have more than one fridge per household, but will 
also be recognized as such from the appearance of the ultimate frip-
pery, fridge magnets.

Most amazingly however, fridges have a very signifi cant spiritual 
purpose, long overlooked by major religions. If you want to know the 
state of a man’s soul, just take a look in his fridge.
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For instance, there’s a standard scene in the horror movir, in which 
the protagonist opens the fridge. The inevitable result is a ghastly ap-
parition: a demon or a maggot-infested head with protruding eyes 
and a lolling tongue. If you see one of these in a fridge, it tells you that 
the soul of the owner of the fridge is in serious danger, or perhaps that 
recreational pharmacology is not the best hobby for you.

There’s also the Jeff rey Dahmer / Hannibal Lecter type of fridge that 
says the owner probably has unresolved sexual issues combined with 
an oral fi xation, and that you accept any off er of a dinner date at your 
peril.

But these are extreme cases, and more normal fridges also speak 
volumes about their owners.

A ‘healthy fridge’ stocked with fresh salad greens, natural juices and 
very few processed foods will tell you that the owner wants to pro-
long his health as long as possible. The question is why?  Are health 
and longevity really the issues or is it a subconscious fear of dying.

A large, expensive, fridge in a wealthy home will be excused smoked 
salmon and costly cheeses, but if no small luxuries are evident is it a 
case of miserliness? Why then the expensive fridge? Could it be an 
image thing and a need for status?

Beers and alcohol speak of hedonism, but could be signs of a need 
for relaxation and release. And then there is the bott le of pickles that 
reminds us of a suppressed desire for adventure, the longing for a 
taste of foreign places and a need to escape.

The old expression, ‘you are what you eat’ does not necessarily hold 
true any more, especially given the spread of once quaint local and 
regional cuisines across the globe. 

Perhaps, more aptly put, ‘you are what you keep in your fridge’.
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Why I hate my printer

Liking something will typically lead to some kind of de-
sire to buy it. When you think of something that you 
really, really want, you get goosebumps and, if you like 

it enough, you rush out and buy, buy, buy.
No doubt this explains why I get truculent and irritable whenever I 

have to shell out on a printer, and why I obsessively try to send every-
thing in PDF or some other fi le format. 

My experiences with printers have never been good. I drop-kicked 
the last one around the front garden before chucking it in the rubbish, 
aft er years of not using it generally, and breaking out into a cold sweat 
when I really did have to print something. The thought of donating 
it to charity did not even occur to me. Charity is charity. Cruelty is 
something else.

Now I have a new printer. Aft er about a month, it is jamming on 
wads of paper and demanding that I buy more outrageously expen-
sive ink. Although the box says it is a technological marvel with crys-
tal-clear clarity of print, the quality still sucks. No, I don’t think that 
banded colour is cool, or artistic. 

And then there is the small matt er of the soft ware. The makers seem 
to want to own my computer and everything on it. It keeps on try-
ing to download bits of junk advertising soft ware. And whenever I 
want to turn the thing on, it ends up trying to reinstall the soft ware 
by download.

Conformity says a printer is necessary. If you don’t have one, then 
you probably aren’t ‘up to scratch’. It’s kind of like cars: the fl ashier 
and more expensive the bett er, regardless of how it loses value or 
gives you problems. 

Actually, the problem is the concept of conformity: a thing that is 
bought and sold. Here’s a scenario to illustrate the idea. As you sit in a 
group at a party, someone starts handing out drugs. Everyone around 
you is doing them, and the person handing them out says so. What 
do you do?

Chances are, you will either take them, or give some serious thought 
to handling the situation. Chances are also that you won’t snigger and 
won’t give an outright contemptuous ‘no’. Either you compromise 
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and shuck the stuff  down or you get seriously uncomfortable trying 
to weasel your way out of conforming to a bunch of people who think 
that dumbing down, speaking in tongues and drooling are good ways 
to relax. Would the thought of just walking away from the party enter 
your mind?

Conformity is not the smart way to go. It makes you believe that 
because others are doing it, it must have some validity. And it rip-
ples further, into religion, economics and politics, with the inevitable 
dreadful results. 

Conformity is the easy way out of things. It does not come with the 
the hard choices of thinking for yourself. By conforming, it is easy 
to keep friends and be socially acceptable. Self-discipline and hard 
thought aren’t always the easy routes, 

And the best of it is, conformity is taught at schools. Children aren’t 
taught to walk in line because it is easier to walk that way, but because 
it is the way that everyone else does it, because the teacher says so. 
Homework is not a learning opportunity, but a drag that has to be 
survived because you don’t want to be the odd one out. 

The only benefi t in conformity goes to the person who needs your 
adherence to validate his or her behaviour and beliefs. Yet if a belief 
or a type of behaviour is so doubtful, that it needs the validation of 
others, is it worth anything in the fi rst place?

Actually, I didn’t buy the printer for printing. It was the scanner 
that was important. But now that it is there, I am managing to survive 
printing by containing my rage every time it jams up or asks me to 
put a piece of paper in the tray, in spite of the fact that the paper is 
obviously in the tray.

Printers don’t improve productivity. Actually they are a theologi-
cal phenomenon that test and strengthen my spirituality by throwing 
challenges my way that would make Job shudder. I guess in a couple 
of years I will be drop-kicking this one as well before binning it. 

There’s a comforting thought.
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Taking a ride with the gun club

Everybody remembers Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver say-
ing “Are you talking to me?” Very few people remember 
him saying, “Some day a real rain will come and wash 

the scum off  the streets.” Travis Bickle is back, and he’s 
taking fares from the gun club. Let’s go along for the ride. 

Here’s a rethink of an old saying. ‘Guns don’t kill people. Anonym-
ity does.’ Guns bring people to life. To be fair, that’s only true in a 
deeply metaphorical way. Guns do kill people. It’s just that we only 
notice them once the trigger has been pulled. But even that is tenuous. 
We don’t notice most shootings, only the gaudy ones. And the people 
come to life in our imaginations: the victims, but mainly the shooters. 

“Are you talking to me?” That’s the key to Taxi Driver. The gun 
spoke to Bickle. It empowered him. He fi gured it all out on the most 
basic level. All he had to do was pull the trigger. You can’t even fi nd 
the awesome ‘real rain’ riff  on You Tube.

Anonymity is deadly. If a tree falls in the forest, and nobody is there 
to hear it, does it make a sound? And if someone lives and there is 
nobody there to witness that life, is it really a life? 

Time to stop the taxi and take a look at what’s happening on this 
particular kerb. Here’s an interesting fact: if you ignore someone long 
enough, he or she starts shouting.  Scope the homeless guy over there, 
pushing his cart, shouting his litany of rejection. He’s not as loopy as 
he looks: there’s method in his madness. If he sees that we notice him, 
he knows he must exist. Good thing you need money for guns. Good 
thing homeless guys don’t have disposable income. Breathe a sigh of 
relief and let’s drive on. 

The gun shop is down there. It’s a store that fi ts well between home 
hardware and home décor. Let’s look in. Tasteful wood and exciting 
high-tech blued steel. Big and small. Normal bullets, long bullets or 
funky bullets with the mods that make them do interesting things. But 
this is not where guns belong. Drive, Travis. Drive. 

Suburbia. Stop here and let’s get out. Guns belong in the home. 
There is nowhere bett er for them than in the company of the designer 
blender, the brass praying hands and the fl ounces of chintz  in femi-
nine mauve and avocado. Where else would you want the gun to be? 
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Tucked in Daddy’s waistband as another day at the offi  ce takes too 
long to grind by? In Mommy’s handbag, ready to negotiate the tag on 
a litt le red dress in the local boutique?

The gun is the last ditch home appliance. It’s there if you forget to 
lock the back door. It’s right and ready and snug in the hand if some-
one pops the lock: fi sts and clubs aren’t always enough. The gun is 
a friend to the family. It keeps Daddy happy. Sometimes men need 
a buddy to tell them they are strong and manly. Viagra only works 
down there. It doesn’t work up here in the head. Hey, if you really 
need another reason, it can keep the insurance excess down.

Guns belong to the home, like the dog in the backyard, or the guy 
who comes in year aft er year to do the garden: they don’t come out in 
polite company, though we know they are there. Yet sometimes fami-
lies cease to be, and sometimes friends stop coming by. And then the 
gun becomes the only friend, to people like the homeless guy: people 
who need to exist, who have something to say, but nobody to listen 
to them. 

And aft er a while it all mounts up. Perhaps, like someone I once 
knew, with nobody to talk to, someone you may have known, the gun 
takes the sadness away away. Or perhaps like all those people who 
make the news, the gun makes other people sit up and pay att ention.

We don’t notice the guns anymore, nor the anonymity. Only when 
the trigger is pulled again and again, as some shooter makes a state-
ment that is exciting enough for us to sit up and take notice. 

Guns don’t kill people. Anonymity does.  In the next week, in the 
next month, there will inevitably be someone with something to say. 
We need to take away the gun. But we also need to think about that 
person.
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Economics, the environment
and other catastrophic amusements

Forget the angels with trumpets. 
The apocalypse will be heralded by a bunch of 

economists presenting their latest fi ndings.
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Say goodbye to obesity: the fuel crisis 

The good news is that the fuel price will go down, and 
most people will get a lot healthier. The other side of the 
story will take up the rest of these two pages. 

There is a thing called the law of supply and demand. It is 
expressed with two curves on two axes called X and Y, that cross one 
another. Ignore that. It’s kind of mind bending and involves shift ing 
the curves from time to time, depending on whether the economist is 
in a good mood or not. The simple fact is that the more you and every-
one else is prepared to pay, the more you will pay, and vice versa.

The implication of this is that if you are not willing to pay a lot to fi ll 
up, you won’t pay so much. Obviously you will need to drive less and, 
depending on the general level at which you maintain your tank, you 
may have to push the car from time to time. 

If enough people agree with you and don’t fi ll up much either, the 
price of fuel should drop as major oil producing nations desperately 
try to maintain their standards of living, or corruption as the case may 
be, by selling oil cheap. 

And if enough people don’t fi ll up enough, then the general health 
of nations will improve with substantial ramifi cations for the global 
health spending. This is known as a ‘ripple eff ect’. 

In this case it will be a result of pushing cars to the garage to fi ll up. 
You get fi t doing that, though my personal advice is to make sure that 
you use the last drop of fuel before your car judders to a halt to get 
to the top of the nearest rise. Pushing downhill is easier. I know from 
experience. 

Of course, you won’t want to give up your car, so here is what will 
happen until you get to the point where pushing seems like a viable 
alternative.

The good news is that dieting won’t be such a problem and you will 
eff ortlessly begin to eat less. Eating less, in this case, will either mean 
eating less good or enjoyable food, or eating less entirely. There will 
be four reasons for this. 

Firstly, you will spend more on transport which will take a bite out of 
your food budget and any other budget you are still wealthy enough 
to have. Secondly, the cost of food will increase due to the rising cost 
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of fuel that is needed to transport it. Thirdly, as people grow more and 
more biofuel crops, food will become scarcer and, more expensive. 
In the fourth place, shops will start going out of business as people 
spend less, driving up infl ation and unemployment, which will push 
the price of food up even more. 

Actually, all this is happening right now. You don’t need an econo-
mist to corroborate it. Just ask a cleaner or manual labourer or any 
other person who doesn’t earn much.

At this point, you may be tempted to go out and buy a hybrid that 
saves fuel and the environment. Think carefully... 

The premium on the hybrid may be somewhat more than the sav-
ings that you make on fuel. The amount of carbon released into the 
atmosphere while manufacturing it, will probably exceed the amount 
of pollution prevented by driving the thing. The fuel it burns is typi-
cally some form of petroleum which causes pollution while it is being 
manufactured. And there is the small matt er of the acid in the batt er-
ies. All of this has been documented.

The sensible alternative is to buy a small second hand car. The fact 
that it has already been manufactured means you won’t be adding 
new pollution to the environment in a vainglorious att empt to cut 
costs and save the environment in the fi rst place. If it has trouble start-
ing and you need to take a lift , all the bett er.

Or you could walk more. Or ride a bicycle. And get fi t while doing 
it. And you will save on gym fees. Which means you will be able to 
eat bett er. And ultimately, if there are enough of you, the fuel price 
will fall.

Economics is so much fun, it ought to be illegal. But unfortunately, 
it is reality as well.
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Kitchen gardening with Malthus: the food crisis 

‘Work is love made visible’. So says the mural in one 
of the more expensive food franchises in town. I agree 
entirely, not least as far as my family is concerned, and 

consequently spend a fair amount of time in the kitchen, 
knife in hand and manic grin on face. And yes, I wash the dishes as 
well, at least when the cleaner won’t be showing up the next day.

I’m not a great cook, but I know enough to keep the food tasty, and 
how and when to use (and not to use) herbs and spices. Nobody has 
fl ed one of my meals yet, even the dogs, when the occasional experi-
ment goes wrong, or something draws my att ention away from the 
stove. It’s amazing how much charring a dog can stomach.

 I am challenged by pancakes, though my att empts can always be 
passed off  as deluxe-sized fl apjacks. I am also challenged by interest-
ing ingredients. Does anyone really know what a ‘shallot’ is if not a 
small onion? Lemon grass? I get my lemon fl avour bott led. A couple 
of drops from the pre-squeezed bott le is enough to fake it. Recipes? 
They are guidelines at best, not instruction manuals. Read through 
them once, see what you can remember, improvise and hope for the 
best along the way.

I enjoy cooking, the way some men enjoy putt ing V8 engines into 
economy runabouts. I enjoy it like a computer game or a new book 
late at night with nothing to do the next morning. It’s a serious pas-
sion. 

I have always taken cooking forgranted, even in times when there 
hasn’t been much money to get luxurious. A tin of pilchards in tomato 
can become something far more than its pedigree suggests with the 
lees of a bott le of cheap wine, some odds and ends from the spice rack 
and a pack of pasta. 

Yet all of that pleasure seems in doubt now. 
This revolting food crisis will make beggars of us all, and those who 

were beggars before the crisis will be thinner than they ever were.
For those of you who are still in the dark, food is gett ing so expensive 

that the latest no-cal fad diet will become a natural way of living. 
The fuel price is the obvious culprit. It takes money to move food 

between the farm and a kitchen. Still on the topic of fuel, environmen-
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talists have to take a lot of the blame. Sure, biofuels are environmen-
tally friendly: so friendly in fact that the product of land once used 
for eating now gets consumed in petrol tanks. Pollution or starvation? 
Anyone up to the challenge of that question?

Asia has discovered the pleasures of a western diet and are consum-
ing everything they can get their hands on. Apparently the ‘one baby 
per family’ policy isn’t doing all that much good.

And then there is the problem of drought and underproduction in 
the major grain producing areas of the world. It’s not an act of God. 
Apparently it’s climate change, and that has been established as an act 
of man, no matt er how much editing of scientifi c reports the powers 
that be can get away with. 

There you have it. If the problems with producing enough food 
don’t get us, the fuel price will. And asking a friend ‘what’s cooking’, 
could soon become an utt erance in the poorest possible taste, pardon 
the pun.

In my economics classes at university, it was fashionable to sneer at 
Malthus. Thomas Robert Malthus was a nineteenth century demog-
rapher and economist who predicted that population growth would 
exceed the capability of resources to sustain that population. It was all 
very gloomy and didn’t fi t well with the idealism and the wine. 

Even in the late Eighties, we had no inkling that technology had 
its limitations. Hydroponics and cloning seemed legitimate solutions. 
Pollution was an unwanted but necessary by-product of progress. 

And so it begins to come true. Everything can be revised, at least 
perceptually, even Malthus. But when I think of the cost of a loaf of 
bread or a bag of rice a couple of years down the line, it begins to look 
a bit more gloomy, even apocalyptic. 

For my part, I am going to take a chance on a kitchen garden even 
though plants die when I look at them. 
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Selling a three-legged cow: the credit crisis 

The fi nancial crisis leaves me feeling depressed. I have 
been following it on an ongoing basis as part of my daily 
task of updating a news site. Here’s what’s happening.
A banker, who we will rename a ‘litt le Dutch boy’ found 

a vast crack in a huge dyke that was leaking major amounts of money. 
He stuck a wad of money in but it didn’t help because the crack was 
just too big. He called a whole bunch of other litt le boys and girls, and 
right now, as you are reading this, they are all trying to get enough 
wads of money together to stem the mess.

Unfortunately, it is not working. 
The problem with money is that it is imaginary. A farmer might 

imagine that his cow produces great calves with the simple applica-
tion of an amorous bull. He may off er this cow onwards, promising 
meat and milk for generations to come. 

His neighbour might look at the cow and point out that what he 
really needs is a good steak dinner and, anyway, the cow is missing a 
leg, which seriously reduces the amount of steak.

The fi rst farmer imagined his cow was worth something. The neigh-
bouring farmer imagined something else.

And so, our two farmers are at odds. The farmer who thought he 
had a sure thing is in trouble. He probably wanted to take the pro-
ceeds of selling the cow and get a Playstation, or whatever it is that 
farmers want these days. And so, he has lost value.

It’s the same with the fi nancial sectors across the world. Three-legged 
cows just aren’t in demand, and stock brokers can’t imagine that there 
are all that many great opportunities to make money.

A game of brinkmanship is beginning. People are holding onto their 
money, waiting for the cow to grow another leg, or for someone to 
start buying three legged cows again, giving them all confi dence in 
the rather bizarre barnyard. Unfortunately, the three- legged cow is 
not producing calves or steak dinners, so sooner or later, something 
will have to give.

In the meantime, the guys who look aft er the three-legged cow are 
starting to worry about their jobs, especially the guy who has to hold 
up the corner of the cow where the leg is missing.
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Are you having fun yet?
Back to reality, albeit imagined. On the bright side of the credit cri-

sis, everyone is gett ing too poor to spend money on petrol, so oil pro-
ducing nations are trying to get rid of it cheap before they have to give 
it away. 

The world might not be able to aff ord to buy a lot, but at least they 
will be able to drive out to the supermarkets to look at all the stuff  
they can’t buy, complain about the prices and indulge in gratuitous 
haggling. If you are in retail, you have been warned...

For my part, I am imagining that I have enough. I have the content-
ment of family and a couple of friends. I have books, a few DVDs and 
a table in the backyard where I sit and enjoy the cool air waft ing over 
me aft er sunset. Actually, that’s a lot. 

I also have the hope that stockbrokers will begin to see things the 
way I do, once they begin looking at how fabulous life can actually be, 
especially as they go on unemployment and have to discover a whole 
new world of happiness. Perhaps they will tell their buddies and the 
general sense of well-being will permeate everything and there will be 
a whole new bright outlook.

And perhaps some bright spark will fi nd a way to spin imaginary 
money out of prosthetic devices for three legged cows. Or we can all 
sit down to a nice steak dinner. 

As I look at it, the credit crisis is terrifying. A guy in Iceland, one of 
the richest nations on earth, noted that his salary now barely covers 
his rent. It must be a whole lot harder on the billions who couldn’t af-
ford rent before the fracas began. 

My solution: think positive. And don’t lend to people who can’t, by 
any stretch of imagination, aff ord to pay back, even at rates that are 
below prime. That is straight horse sense.

Here’s a thought. If all that imaginary money had been channelled 
into investments that weren’t pure fantasy to begin with, the world 
might have been enjoying an incredible boom at the moment. Just 
imagine that.
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Preserving plastic: the limits of sustainability 

I was looking at some small boxes of juice the other day. 
The thing that struck me was the straws on the side. My 
immediate reaction was, “How can they be so incred-

ibly wasteful! Don’t they know plastic is precious!”
Climate change fever and the credit crisis jitt ers are beginning to hit 

home. I’m not a fan of jargon, but my thinking keeps turning to the 
word ‘sustainability’.

‘Sustainability’ has never had good associations. It has the stench of 
well meaning people who would gladly sacrifi ce the whole of human-
ity for the life of a single endangered breeding pair of small dilapi-
dated brown birds. 

That’s what happens when the right word comes from the lips of the 
wrong people. However the credit crisis and climate change make the 
word take on a new sense of urgency.

Here’s the linkage. We cannot maintain our current level of civilisa-
tion without plastic. Plastic is used in everything that is important, 
from the Asian toys which my daughter loves so much, to the syringes 
which are used in hospitals, to the computers on which do just about 
everything, including sparing me the agony of writing this by hand. 

Without plastic, kids would have to content themselves with charm-
less wooden toys that don’t hold their interest any longer than it takes 
to rip the paper off  the next fi gurine or the box of Lego. 

On the other hand, plastic is responsible for a large part of the credit 
crisis. For instance, we use plastic cards to buy plastic things, which 
we really can’t aff ord, on credit. And plastic is also responsible for a 
huge amount of pollution: it takes oil and smog to produce plastic. 
And there is a huge clump of plastic, twice the size of Texas, fl oat-
ing around in the Pacifi c Ocean, which is killing fi sh. Now you know 
where used plastic goes to die. And the fi sh. 

If you don’t believe me, look it up on Wikipedia. It’s called the ‘Great 
Pacifi c Garbage Patch’. 

Obviously plastic is a problem. But equally obviously it has to be 
‘sustained’. So stop wasting straws. Maybe kids could be given their 
own, personal straws for long term use, and we could lose our tem-
pers when they got lost. 
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It feels as if a lot is about to go in the coming era of ‘sustainability’. 
Much of it will be the sort of fripperies that keep us hanging about in 
the lounge instead of sitt ing outdoors and talking to one another. But 
a big part of it will be the sort of comforts that we have become accus-
tomed to: unrestrained use of electricity, for example, and lets face it, 
a television set sucks power very effi  ciently. 

Aside from television sets and plastic straws, I am going to lay the 
blame at the door of big business. Big business has long held the naïve 
belief that growth is continuous. Shareholders have expected growth 
and income at any cost the way a kid expects a chocolate cake to last 
forever. The greed and the stupid optimism that allows for fl awed risk 
calculations defi es belief.

But I am also going to lay the blame at the doors of the environmen-
talists and other naysayers.  

By striving to protect nature, including the breeding pair of fuzzy 
brown birds, they have ignored the basic tenet, that civilisation must 
be made sustainable as well. So instead of arguing the economic wis-
dom of solar power and limits to consumption, we got to hear about 
saving the birds and the trees. In this case the means did not justify 
the end. 

I make predictions from time to time. Nothing mystic about them, 
just the result of watching the way things are going. More oft en than 
not, they turn out true, given enough time. 

Here’s a scary one. As the arguments begin to take on an economic 
aspect, before long, humanity is going to be arguing the choice of the 
environment or sustainability of the human species. The scary bit is 
that it won’t be based on the emotions of either side, but on a cold, 
hard economic choice. 

Somewhere between the sustainability of growth and the sustain-
ability of the environment something went missing: the sustainability 
of ourselves..
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Not fi nding Nemo: a note on biodiversity 

I can recite the script of ‘Finding Nemo’ word for word, 
as I watch it. Our old copy of the movie is almost worn 
through from watching it. 

If I close my eyes, I can picture most the scenes, par-
ticularly the one with the karate crab and the seagulls. My daughter 
doesn’t watch it so much now, but it is still stuck in my head. Aside 
from watching it lots, and then lots more, it is still a good movie.

When I was a kid, I loved the pool. I would swim until I had to be 
helped out, or until the sunburn got so bad that it threatened my abil-
ity to do anything the next day other than to be sick. Aside from the 
novelty of moving in water, there was the awareness that there were 
other types of water. And I experienced these to some degree during 
childhood holidays at the beach.

At that stage I wanted to be a marine biologist. Then I realised that 
the job entailed a bit more than swimming all day. I also had to assess 
my reaction to sharing the water with a small shark. As a result I never 
became a marine biologist. But I didn’t lose my fascination with the 
life, colours and textures of the sea.

You can imagine why the news that the world’s coral reefs are going 
extinct comes with a huge dose of sadness. It seems hard to believe 
that it is unavoidable. 

Here’s how it works. Corals, those brightly coloured litt le suckers 
which make up reefs, have evolved to operate in a highly specifi c en-
vironment. They live in a temperature range of one to two degrees, 
If the temperature rises or falls out of range, the coral thingies die. 
Increases in temperature allow new species to enter the area as well. 
For instance, there is a rather nasty species of urchin that eats coral. 
That was all over Discovery a couple of years ago.

Corals also need clean water, which is in fairly short supply. Aside 
from the obvious matt er of pollution, there is the fact that the waters 
of the oceans are becoming more acidic. 

A few decades from now, ‘Finding Nemo’ will be a heady but dated 
mix of fantasy, history and regret. ‘Wall-E’, on the other hand, will be-
come one of those scenarios that begins to look more and more likely.  
Unfortunately we don’t have a space ship.
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Besides my aspiration to spend a lifetime swimming with the fi shes 
neing dashed, there is the economic aspect to the thing. In a previous 
column I mentioned that problems caused by climate change would 
have to be evaluated in terms of survival of humanity. The extinction 
of coral reefs is a good example of this.

Firstly, coral reefs provide food. We don’t eat coral, or even clown 
fi sh, but large groups of humanity survive on other species that spawn 
on and around  reefs. Tens of millions of people will no longer be able 
to sit down to fi sh dinners as they have been accustomed to for thou-
sands of years. And frankly, the spiny black urchins which are taking 
over don’t look appetising at all.  

Secondly, coral reefs keep out the sea. There are several components 
to this. Waves that are blocked by coral reefs will in future be able to 
swamp the land. The soil on which people grow the salads and veg-
etables which accompany the fi sh become too salty to support plant 
life, so there is no dinner whatsoever. 

But all this is purely academic as nobody will be able to live with 
the waves that now come in, and coastal sett lements that depended on 
reefs for food and protection will have to evacuate to higher ground. 
That boils down to northern coastal Australia, huge parts of eastern 
coastal Africa and a lot of south-east Asia, as well as the lovely litt le 
tropical islands. 

I wish there was a solution. There is a lot of talk about carbon cap-
ture but it has the feeling of a stop gap measure, something tenuous: 
sweeping dust under the rug doesn’t make the dust go away. 

From the various sources that I read, it seems that the rain forests 
will be next to go. That’s another major food source. It also involves 
the air that we breathe. 

Now seems like a good time to panic.
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The economics of nipple piercing: John Nash revisited 

What would drive someone to push a spike through his 
or her fl esh? Religion seems to be a valid reason. In the 
Philippines some people crucify themselves over the 

Easter period, probably to experience the passion. Some-
where in India, other people show their mastery of pain by 

sticking many spikes through various bits, while in a trance state.
But there are people who don’t need religion to do that to them-

selves, and there are a lot of them. I have bitt en my tongue enough 
times to know that I will never go for a tongue stud. I have never been 
able to bite my own eyebrow, but I am certain that I will never do that 
either. Nor will I go there with either of my nipples, or my belly but-
ton. But there are plenty of other people who will.

How did I get to this point?
It was along a suburban highway. I looked up and noticed a couple 

of people walking, obviously unable to aff ord cars, or even taxis. One 
of them had a large pair of wraparound shades, of the sort that were 
fashionable in the early Nineties, though these were the made-inChi-
na. Another had a cap with something writt en on it. A third had a 
gaudy t-shirt and dreads. 

Somehow the obvious dawned on me: even people who have litt le 
or nothing, fi nd the means to distinguish themselves from others. 
Sometimes I am a bit slow on the uptake.

Diff erences are defi nitions. Now you know why Great Aunt Maude 
was so zealous about her prize collection of porcelain milkmaids. And 
now I understand the middle aged goth in full combat priest regalia, 
who became a visual paradox when I spott ed him in the unlikely set-
ting of an African-themed restaurant.

Why do people establish diff erences? The answer is intriguing.
Obviously they do it to be noticed. If you aren’t noticeable you exist 

only to yourself and, in an aggregate kind of way, to the statisticians, 
who are more interested in regression and variance in the fi rst place.

Diff erences are ways to att ract the att ention of other people. Other 
people are the bases of groups. Developing and nurturing a diff er-
ence, even if relies on nothing more than a pair of cheap wraparound 
shades, leads to the point where the group begins to fi nd you interest-
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ing. Perhaps they will pick you up and examine you as a prelude to 
incorporating you. Or perhaps they will discard you.

Joining a group on the basis of a diff erence that is presented to the 
group seems to be the basis of an economy. Let’s look at it with a John-
Nash-kind-of-bias. John Nash described an economic theory of ‘how 
to get the girl’. But what if the group is the unit trying to assess those 
who may become members of the group? 

The future member of the group should obviously have a similar 
sort of appeal as the members of the group. Obviously if Brad Pitt  
becomes a member, nobody gets a shot at the women, except the man 
himself. On the fl ipside of the coin, nobody gets a shot if the Elephant 
Man is a member, because he frightens the ladies off . 

If everyone is exactly the same, the parts become interchangeable, 
which is probably a bit weird in the mating and dating game, so either 
the object of the group’s desire has to have a thing for Darth Vader’s 
clone army, or there must be a diff erence. 

If there is a diff erence, it has to be narrow but visible. The high-
valued member appreciates the members who are slightly less notice-
able because they don’t drive the opposite sex away and they don’t 
represent serious competition. The low-valued member appreciates 
the drawing power of the high-valued member. 

So the value of a group becomes the combined measure of its inher-
ent characteristics and the balancing out of the diff erences between its 
high and low-valued members. And the same is true not just for boys 
on the prowl, but also for sports, culture and any other form of group, 
even Great Aunt Maude’s group of porcelain milkmaid fanciers. 

So what of the goth in the combat priest gear? He chose the wrong 
venue and, probably realising his mistake, headed off  in search of oth-
er creatures of the night, or an outfi t in fetching tourist colours. 

And what of you and I? Our power also lies in our diff erences. The 
only real caveat is that wherever we choose to belong, we can’t aff ord 
to be too out of place.

Keep your nipple ring out of sight.
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‘Ulysses’? ‘The Satanic Verses’?
Not on Tuesdays, thank you.
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Oh please, not another kiddie classic! 

My daughter has tired of the ‘Lion King’. I asked her 
if she wanted to watch it just yesterday, and she shook 
her head. It has played about eighty times in this house-

hold. No doubt she will want to start watching it again      
 in a few short days, but I will enjoy the brief respite. 

As all parents do, I try to imagine what career path she will choose, 
in some distant year, far from here and now. She hasn’t gone for tennis 
racquets, guitars, the ‘My Litt le Plastic Surgeon’ kit or any of the other 
objects that predict vast amounts of money. She does have a worrying 
tendency to try and organize everyone around her: I really don’t want 
her to become a politician.

On the other hand, if her propensity for kids’ fi lms is anything to go 
by, she may become the next Walt Disney or whomever it was who 
founded Pixar. If that is her choice, I’ll be there to give plenty of useful 
advice. Aft er all, I can recite the ‘Lion King’ backwards, and that has 
to count for something. 

I have become somewhat of an expert on children’s fi lms. In order 
for her to develop the same expertise, I will suggest that she watch the 
‘Lion King’ eighty times herself when she has kids. The fact that she 
saw it eighty times as a toddler won’t sway me. She needs to under-
stand the impact that level of repetition has on an adult mind.

Once she has watched it an acceptable number of times, I will show 
her ‘Mary Poppins’ and ‘Chitt y Chitt y Bang Bang’. Aft er I have told 
her how much we both enjoyed them, her education in the fi ne art of 
children’s fi lms will be complete.

There is a startling diff erence between children’s fi lms made in the 
sixties and what we see now. It seems as if research was done, and 
parents came back with the response, “If we are going to watch these 
things umpteen hundred times, at least do something to keep us in-
terested.” 

If that was the response, then taking it to heart was a bad move.
The last few decades have produced a crop of children’s fi lms that 

appear intent on providing meaning to adults, rather than inspiring 
children. In fact sequences that should be amusing to kids are crowd-
ed out by ‘in jokes’, rich symbolism and deeper meanings. However 
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there are only so many times you can cope with the same metaphor 
before you get bored, even if it is expressly, oft en painfully, targeted 
at adults.

I blame it on video and DVD. Once the child gets a whiff  of what 
is available, you are in trouble. Rental is one refuge: you have to take 
the fi lm back, even if the child does scream until it goes blue in the 
face. But buying is almost inevitable, especially around birthdays and 
major holidays: no parent wants to deprive a child of the happiness 
and smiles. 

Children’s fi lms made before the advent of ‘owning your very own 
copy of a timeless sequel to a classic that we cobbled together just 
last year’ weren’t crippled by the need to entertain desperately bored 
adults. 

‘Mary Poppins’ and ‘Chitt y Chitt y Bang Bang’ showed once or twice, 
and that was the end of it. They did not need to depress adults with 
thinly veiled humorous references to burdensome realities. Instead 
adult personas were suspended and people enjoyed great music, Dick 
van Dyke, childlike wonder and the laughter of children. 

Songs like ‘A Spoonful of Sugar’, ‘Chitt y Chitt y Bang Bang’ and 
‘Hushabye Mountain’ became classics because people enjoyed them, 
not because they were played to death.

Of course this is probably an old complaint. Children love repeti-
tion, and by having kids we accept that we will do things to distrac-
tion. Reading the same storybook over and over again is tiresome, 
the third Earl of Whatever probably wished he’d never introduced his 
child to the game of ‘fl og the peasant’ and Caveman Og was no doubt 
driven insane by the thought of yet another round of ‘brain the lizard’ 
with Baby Ug.

That being said, the makers of children’s fi lms should stop trying to 
fi nd ways to entertain adults. The best kids movies appeal to the child 
in all of us. They are also more watchable, more oft en.
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Staying up late, killing monsters dead 

The world changed in December 1993. Scientists on Mars 
somehow opened a portal to hell. Millions of young 
men, myself included,  and a good number women, an-

swered the call to close the portal and went into batt le. 
We all came back changed in some way or other. 

Don’t worry. It really happened, and I haven’t gone mad. If you 
don’t know what I am talking about, it is because you didn’t notice 
it. Maybe you weren’t born. Maybe you were too uncool. Maybe you 
didn’t have a computer.

The Revenants were my personal nightmare. I never had the nerve 
to expose myself in a melee att ack and use the chainsaw to bring them 
down. I had no particular problems with the rocket-toting Mancu-
buses or the fi ery balls of plasma spat out by fl oating Cacodemons.

Aft er its 1993 Christmas release, Doom and the subsequent games, 
Doom 2 and Ultimate Doom, the series went on to become the most-
installed game soft ware on earth, with the obvious exceptions of Mine-
sweeper and the solitaire games that come packaged with Windows.

Until that time the closest thing to a ‘fi rst-person shooter’ was 
strangely camp Castle Wolfenstein, featuring the player and a group 
of Nazis in a castle. Wolfenstein was made by the same group who 
went on to make the Doom series. Doom began life as a plan to make 
the game of the movie Alien but, as history tells us, all that changed.

The huge environments with freedom to turn and shoot in any di-
rection, imaginative game play and the then revolutionary graphics 
engine combined to seize the imagination of gamers. As a result Doom 
was widely regarded as ‘the best game ever’, and still is, in spite of its 
now dated pixilated graphics.

Doom wrought changes to culture. It kept a lot of young people 
at home as they slugged it out with the legions of hell. LAN culture 
emerged, centering around local area networks. People would tote 
their PCs to the homes of friends and play cooperatively in groups. 
And Doom servers allowed people to play online. A lot of people re-
sponded by making sure that they had computers at home.

Doom gained notoriety due to its violence and the eff orts Mother 
Grundies who pinned youth violence on it. I do not accept this. Vi-
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olent people do not need computer games to pick up guns. Violent 
people are those who are clinically psychotic or who did not have the 
benefi t of a good upbringing. If that doesn’t convince you, consider 
the fact that I have never committ ed a massacre in spite of the fact that 
I have spent hundreds of hours playing Doom and the ‘fi rst person 
shooters’ that followed.

The concept of the ‘fi rst-person shooter’ was developed in games 
like Quake and Half Life. Graphic quality took vast strides. So did 
storylines. Nowadays the revenue of the games industry regularly ex-
ceeds that of the motion picture industry. Major studios release games 
based on action movies. Film adaptations of games are less successful 
though. Why watch the movie if you can interact with the game and 
infl uence the situations?

So why spend time on Doom and the fi rst person shooter? 
Some years ago Doom 3 was announced. It took years until its re-

lease, and every credible gaming website carried stories on its prog-
ress. It was released in 2004. I only began playing it a year aft er its 
release.

It is a retelling of the original game, but dark, claustrophobic and 
terrifying thanks to the quality of the graphics. Every corner holds 
a gruesome shock. I can only play it for 15 minutes at a time, aft er 
which I have to turn it off  and calm down again. The amazing science 
fi ction of the fi rst games has been replaced with virtual terror and 
adrenalin. 

Still, an advertisement that I see quite oft en says that people stop 
playing when they get old, but they age because they stop playing. I 
guess the gray hairs that the game is giving me qualify as some form 
of youthfulness. 

What sort of youthfulness it is I suppose I will only be able to tell 
when I get older and wiser.
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Why Dan Brown deserves the Nobel Prize for Literature

The world’s literati can sleep soundly tonight. I have not 
been asked to assist with the selection of candidates for 
this year’s Nobel Prize for Literature. So as these things 

go, if you are one of the literati, expect a win from some 
tortuous, convoluted novel with lots of deep meaning, by a 

relatively unknown author. And if you are a virtually unknown au-
thor who publishes literary conundrums, you too can enjoy a good 
night’s sleep.

That being said, I have reached a conclusion on my selection for this 
year’s winner.

The book, ‘The Da Vinci Code’, is right up there at the top of my list 
of deserving winners, just above JK Rowling for Harry Pott er.

Admitt edly, Dan Brown hardly needs the money. Aft er all, he is a 
very, very wealthy man, and his next book will probably make him 
that much wealthier. But he does deserve the prize. 

In case you haven’t yet read ‘The Da Vinci Code’, the synopsis is 
the same as the synopsis of the fi lm. If you haven’t yet seen the fi lm, 
you can either go and see it at the cinema or wait for it to come out 
on DVD. Or, like 44 million other readers, you can go out, buy the 
book and read it. Suspend your disbelief and / or any murky desire for 
things literary, and you will probably enjoy a rip-roaring thriller with 
enough controversial bits to sustain a conversation through a rather 
long dinner party.

Stylistically, Dan Brown achieves the near impossible: the complete 
absence of pretentious devices or hectic vocabulary. Anybody who 
has the goal of writing professionally, or who does write profession-
ally, will tell you how diffi  cult this is. Dan Brown’s sentences are short, 
to the point and contain none of the long words or interesting meta-
phors of which more literary writers are so fond.

And while we are on the topic of brevity, it is also interesting to note 
that his chapters are short as well; some are just a page in length. 

His characterization is refreshingly two dimensional. Obviously he 
hasn’t spent too much time reading ‘The Hero’s Journey’. The charac-
ters are called upon to do their thing, and get them done without the 
impossible motivation of compensating for endlessly rehashed resid-
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ual guilt brought about by traumatic childhood incidences or maiden 
aunts abandoned in burning buildings.

And as far as depth goes, the book is about as deep as a saucer of 
milk for a rather skinny cat. There is nothing much to puzzle about 
or ponder. You can pick up the book and read it from cover to cover 
without the supervision of a person with literary leanings.

In short, Dan Brown has writt en a well paced thriller that is easy to 
read. And there are a number of others of a similar caliber.

So why give someone who writes potboilers a Nobel Prize for Lit-
erature? The answer is really quite easy: the ‘Da Vinci Code’ sold 44 
million copies. If you haven’t yet said ‘wow’, think about the implica-
tions of that number. 

Dan Brown deserves a Nobel Prize for Literature, simply for his 
magnifi cent contribution to the fi eld of readership. I am sure, that 
amongst the 44 million, there must be many millions who never both-
ered to pick up a book before. And amongst those, I am sure that mil-
lions actually decided to read his other books and then went on to 
pick up books by other authors.

But enough of the hyperbole, polemic, overstatement and adula-
tion. Here is the point.

The search for meaning, and too much depth in literature, has pro-
duced quality, but at the expense of readership. And too much depth 
has detracted from the original crux of reading: telling stories. 

Without the compulsion of the story, fewer and fewer people read. 
There is no need to debate this fact: people have shown it by staying 
out of bookstores in droves.

The analytic depth in any piece by Shakespeare and Dickens was 
incidental to the story. Without the story, people would have stayed 
away from Shakespeare and Dickens in droves as well. 

In one regard, Dan Brown deserves to be ranked alongside the great 
writers: he is a masterly storyteller.
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James Bond gets real

I saw the new Bond movie, the other day. It’s about his 
seventh or eighth incarnation, as far as I know. There 
was Sean Connery, George Lazenby, Roger Moore, Tim-

othy Dalton, Pierce Brosnan and now Daniel Craig. Da-
vid Niven played the character in the fi rst version of ‘Casino 

Royale’. There were a couple of television actors as well. The actual 
number of Bonds depends on whether you are a purist or not.

Of all the Bonds, I enjoyed the remake of ‘Casino Royale’ the most. 
There were a number of radical departures. For a start Craig’s Bond 
is a rough-hewn character, the sort of person you can immediately 
believe to be capable of killing. In the second place, unlike the other 
Bonds, he bleeds in a very noticeable way. 

The movie has been called a ‘reboot’, but to my mind it is more of a 
boot up the backside, aswift  reminder of what Bond really is.

A lot has been spoken about mental evolution. The general idea is 
that technological evolution and physical evolution has outstripped 
the evolution of our minds. It’s an easy idea to understand. Although 
we have not yet lost our aggressive tendencies, we sit with our fi ngers 
on the triggers of incredibly complex atomic, biological and chemical 
weapons.

Yet deconstruction of our heroes points to the possibility that we 
may be evolving, at least in our acceptance of force as a valid measure 
of an individual’s worth.

The tendency has been most visible in comics. In ‘Arkham Asylum’, 
British writer Grant Morrison portrayed Batman as the sum of his 
neuroses. Frank Miller also recast Batman, but as an aging, unfulfi lled 
vigilante in ‘The Dark Knight Returns’. The same Grant Morrison who 
deconstructed Batman, went on to have a disaff ected Dan Dare join a 
band of guerillas in ‘Dare the Future’. And then there was the beating 
and death of Superman at the hands of Doomsday.

And then there is the questioning of the behaviour of armed forces 
who are supposed to be liberators, yet show up in the media as the 
sort of thing that is bett er suited to a prison than a medal.

Much is made of current events, yet it is humanity’s cultural aspects 
that us about the workings of the mind.
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Heroes have been important, yet now we see a refusal to accept them 
at face value. In seeking out their neuroses and fl aws, fi ctional or oth-
erwise, we reject the values they represent. Perhaps, it is even possible 
to say that we are seeking to understand the fl aws in the system.

When icons such as Dan Dare, Superman and Batman are portrayed 
as less than superhuman, as they are now, when James Bond is given 
a thuggish look and manner, it is safe to say that idealism is on the 
wane. If idealism is on the wane, then its logical substitutes are real-
ism or cynicism. Heroes don’t do well in a questioning climate.

The recognition that nothing is as simple as it seems obviously has 
to led to thought, and this in its turn is an encouraging sign of or pre-
cursor to mental evolution.

But there are still hurdles and setbacks.
Religious fundamentalism, currently very much in evidence, in de-

mocracy and other political systems leads to power in the hands of 
unthinking, unfeeling men who see large scale homicide as a job de-
scription, not an evil.

Blind acceptance of old beliefs does leave much room for incorpora-
tion of newer realities.

And even the questioning and criticism that leads to questioning 
of current reality can be nothing more than the incessant griping and 
nagging of the disaff ected, and devoid of any positive outlook or re-
sult.

I will be interested to see what becomes of Bond. The current depic-
tion of the character leaves room for questioning of his motives. How 
will he stand up to the questioning of moral ambiguity that is the 
fl avour of the day?

Questions, although they may lead to more questions, also lead to 
understanding. If Bond can’t be entirely heroic in his killing sprees, 
can those leaders who determine our fates with violence and policing 
of thoughts and beliefs be seen as heroic as well?
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The Joker makes me smile

I watched the Heath Ledger saga with a bit of nausea. 
The scandals surrounding dead stars revolt me, espe-
cially when the death was messy and stupid, for in-

stance anything to do with Jim Morrison. Mercifully the  
 investigation ‘wound up’ quickly. 

My initial thought was that the hype around his death and the hype 
around the movie were intertwined to sell the movie. Let’s be cynical 
at this point: they probably were. I also thought the wildly enthusias-
tic plaudits for his role as the Joker were blowback from his death, a 
regretful way of saying he was good, and keeping his memory alive. 

I went to see the movie on a Saturday morning. There, amongst the 
noisy kids who shouldn’t be watching that sort of thing in the fi rst 
place, I was pleasantly surprised. 

Heath Ledger gave the Joker an incredible amount of dimension. I 
am sorry he is dead, if only for that reason. Only Anthony Hopkins 
is associated with Hannibal Lecter. I can’t see how anyone else could 
ever be associated with the Joker again. Perhaps Johnny Depp could 
do the job. 

Would he do it given that Ledger created and defi ned the character 
of the Joker in fi lm?

Batman has always been one of my favourite comic strip forays. 
Most superheroes are typically squeaky clean. Even the confl icts and 
tragedies that befall them come across as wholesome. It doesn’t work 
that way with Batman.

The movie gave to the cinematic Batman, what ‘Arkham Asylum’ 
did for the character in comics. Batman is defi ned by his deep-seated 
neuroses. His neuroses are given form by his enemies. 

Batman is humourless and dour. He has the Joker as his foil. Bat-
man is frightened of giving in to his fears. Enter the Scarecrow. Where 
does Two Face fi t in? Harvey Dent throws into contrast the thing that 
Batman could become: evil on the one hand yet good on the other. 
Obviously, Batman has to be rigid about not giving in to his darker 
desires and tearing limb from limb one of the villains. Or, as Maggie 
Gyllenhaal points out in the fi rst of the new series of Batman movies, 
revenge isn’t justice.
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In case you haven’t followed the comics, Batman is also neurotic 
about electricity, cold, feeling dumb, crocodiles and, bizarrely enough, 
penguins. 

I wonder how he fi nds the courage to get out of bed and shave on a 
winter evening, let alone do the crossword in the newspaper, before 
heading off  the bring vigilante justice to the villains. 

All that aside, it’s remarkably deep stuff  expressed through the me-
dium of pop culture. And as a growing number of critics noted, it 
left  a lot of dramatic off erings that arrived at the same time looking 
pallid. 

There was talk about an Oscar for Ledger, albeit posthumous. It 
became materialised as a best supporting actor statuett e. Best actor 
would have beeen justifi ed. And why not? Anthony Hopkins got a 
nod for Lecter.

Ledger’s performance overshadowed Bale’s to the point where our 
hero, who cames across as wooden as Pinocchio in spite of all the hype 
about him now being able to move his neck, was barely remembered 
ten minutes aft er leaving the movie.

As the Joker, there is remarkably litt le wit to the character and all 
the laughter is tinged with dread. There are just a few of the bad puns 
that characterise the villain in the comics. What stands out are the 
nervous mannerisms and the manic freneticism of someone who is 
about as predictable as a parking ticket that blows across the parking 
lot in rush hour.

If you really want to get serious about this, watch the hands and the 
lips. The point is, there really is something worth watching.
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Good night? Sleep tight? Sweet dreams?
No thanks. I’m a horror fan.
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Beware of the puddle of water

Some people get their kicks from romance, others from 
laughter and yet others from drama. For my part, give 
me something hideous and the pitt er patt er of falling 

blood any day, though preferably not the news.
Being a follower of the horror genre has its benefi ts. Most people 

wake up sweating and trembling aft er a bad dream. Me? I wake up 
relaxed with a grin on my face and an idea for a ‘straight-to-video, 
non-theatrical-release’ movie. 

The dreams that frighten me are the ones that involve myself and a 
bunch people talking about sport. I am deeply introverted, to the point 
where I really prefer to stay at home, even if there is food involved.

The horror genre has provided me with many valuable insights. For 
instance, if your house is plagued by unexpected cold spots and nau-
seating smells, don’t call the plumber, just fl ee. If your infant daughter 
talks to the snow on the television set, don’t call a child psychologist 
or put on a Barbie rental, just fl ee. And as a matt er of compassion, 
never call a priest. Priests are always the fi rst ones to die, horribly.

Perhaps the most interesting insight is what people fear, or are pre-
pared to fear, if the output of writers and Hollywood can be consid-
ered a catalogue of popular consciousness.

The trend in the horror genre has recently been inventive. Dripping 
fangs, oozing gore and glowing eyes have become passé, the victims 
of too much repetition and the sort of bored familiarity that is bred 
of computer graphics. Monsters, genetic, supernatural and of the hu-
man variety, are expected. Where’s the rush of fear and the thrill in 
the sudden shock if the revelation of the horror is precisely what you 
expected?

Instead, the horror genre has turned to reintroduction of less elabo-
rate, more primal archetypes of our fears. 

The trend became noticeable in the wonderful ‘Nightmare on Elm 
Street’ series in which the characters risked gruesome death if they fell 
asleep. Could one fear the monstrous Freddy, the lethal inhabitant of 
the young Elm Street residents’ nightmares? Only if you didn’t have 
a sense of humour: most of the deaths were witt y, even camp by hor-
ror standards. In fact, Freddy’s sweatshirt with tasteless, horizontal, 
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green and red stripes became a sought-aft er fashion item. I still want 
one to this day.

‘The Blair Witch Project’ and ‘The Village’ reintroduced us to the wil-
derness. Who knows what is lurking in ‘them there woods’! It brings 
to mind the idea that people live together in cities, towns and villages 
not for convenience, but as a result of fear brought on by rustling in 
the bushes. 

It also reminds me of the joke of the two academics running from 
a lion. One academic shouts to the other, “It’s no use. We will never 
outrun the lion.” The other academic shouts back, “I’m not trying to 
outrun the lion. I’m trying to outrun you.” Safety in numbers is actu-
ally a pure matt er of being able to defl ect the danger onto someone 
else. The woods are probably safer.

The most interesting reemerging archetype of our fears is water, just 
when you thought that ravenous great white sharks are actually lov-
able, endangered species and that it was safe to go back in the water.

The tap full of blood or corrupt fl uids has long been a standard hor-
ror device, but western remakes of Japanese fi lms such as ‘The Ring’ 
and ‘Dark Water’ have given a creepy new slant to wells, water tanks, 
baths, bad plumbing and even small puddles on the kitchen fl oor. 

There are other examples of this trend at play, but the interesting 
idea is that we fear, and are receptive to fear of the familiar. If horror is 
a method of alleviating fears harmlessly, then this trend is a refl ection 
of the huge threat that our everyday environment poses.

There are no supernatural or genetic monsters out there, only us. Be 
afraid. Be very afraid.
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What I did on my birthday: running away from maniacs

My birthday was a wonderful day. I was chased around 
a seedy hotel by a couple of inbred maniacs wield-
ing meat cleavers and shotguns. I had some diffi  culty 

pushing the cupboard in front of the door and couldn’t 
make it to the window in time, so I picked up a couple of 

ugly wounds. It was incredibly challenging.
The game I was playing, a much appreciated gift  from my wife, is 

‘Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth’. It is based primarily on 
HP Lovecraft ’s novella, ‘The Shadow Over Innsmouth’. It also refer-
ences his short story, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’. The game has a very cin-
ematic quality, with a good storyline that can be followed from begin-
ning to end through various plot points. 

‘Call of Cthulhu’ adds to the gaming genres: instead of rushing 
around shooting, it is easier to play through by hiding and / or run-
ning away. Game critics have named the new genre ‘horror survival’. 

And as if that is not enough it features really innovative insanity 
eff ects. If you look too long at a corpse or induce vertigo by staring 
over too high a balcony, the screen visuals blur and mouse movement 
becomes erratic. In these instances, you need to maneuver to a place 
of safety, or stare at the wall untill the horror goes away, in order to 
regain control of your senses. Wow!

But best of all, it draws on HP Lovecraft .
There is a mistaken belief that Edgar Allen Poe and Ambrose Bierce 

fathered the modern horror genres. And it is also easy to believe that 
Steven King is the greatest horror writer of all time, if only based on 
his presence in bookstores. 

Actually HP Lovecraft  fathered the modern horror story, and there 
are very few self-respecting horror writers who have been willing to 
accept any challenge to Lovecraft ’s widely acknowledged status as 
‘the greatest horror writer’. 

HP Lovecraft  lived a short life, from 1890 to 1937. He never had any 
major successes, and was not widely acknowledged as a great author. 
He was prolifi c though. Aside from his many short stories and lett ers, 
he was ghost writer for a number of other writers, and his output of 
lett ers is estimated at a remarkable 87,500 lett ers. 
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He is best know for the Cthulhu ‘mythos’, a group of stories that 
developed their own mythology. Aside from the ‘Deep Ones’ and ‘The 
Elder Gods’, beings that included Cthulhu, an octopoid like being and 
Yog Sothoth, luridly described as ‘the goat with a thousand young’, he 
is also extremely well known for his creation of Abdul Alhazred, and 
the book, ‘The Necronomicon’ which drove its readers mad.

Only aft er his death did recognition come to him. Today the Cthulhu 
‘mythos’ is used as a sett ing for plots by virtually all horror authors. It 
has also inspired movies, rock bands, artists, and makers of games. In 
fact, with the exception of the more traditional themes such as vam-
pires, werewolves and zombies, much of the horror genre stems from 
his ideas and themes. Remember the movie, ‘Alien’? That too. And 
you can fi nd references to Lovecraft  in the fi rst Star Trek series, ‘The 
Simpsons’, Terry Pratchett , and a number of Steven King’s works.

What more is there to say about HP Lovecraft ? Perhaps that if you 
want to know what horror writers read when they want to be scared, 
you need look no further than Lovecraft . There’s the fun thought for 
the day. 

Beyond that, this is a probably a needless tribute to a writer who 
has been eulogized by just about everybody. But I get a sense of sat-
isfaction from recognizing the things that are important to me. And a 
sense of justice in repeating the fact that, though unrecognized in his 
lifetime, he is the greatest of the horror writers to date.

What’s in it for you? If you are a horror fan, make sure to get hold of 
his works. Due to a messy will, his works can be downloaded or read 
in their entirety all over the web.

As for me, I have a game waiting, and it is late enough to call it a 
night as I write this. Time to put aside my more mundane fears about 
work and life, and spend a few more minutes on the game. 
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Watching horror movies with the fast-forward butt on

I prefer video to DVD. Aside from the fact that a video 
without trailers is the exception rather than the rule, the 
fast forward on the video machine means you can still 

see what is happening while you are fast-forwarding. 
DVD produces a series of jerky snapshots and it is hard to 

make sense of what is going on.
I oft en watch movies in fast forward. Having discovered Joseph 

Campbell’s book, ‘The Heroes Journey’, on archetypes and how they 
fi t stories, it feels as if Hollywood can no longer produce original 
ideas, so why waste too much time?

I recently watched ‘House of Wax’ in half an hour. Why did I want to 
watch it in the fi rst place? I am a horror fan. Here is a scene-by-scene 
description of what I remember. 

Kids in cars. Kids camping. Presentiment of bad things in form of 
‘Blair Witch’ style video and animal carcasses. One car breaks. Some 
kids go home. Other kids go to town. Look for fan belt. See ‘House of 
Wax’. Frank Lloyd Wright / Deco Futurist architecture. (I rewound for 
a minute here.) 

Meet baddie. Standard low light, straw spot barn. Some Geiger hor-
ror imagery. (For those of you who don’t know, Geiger designed the 
alien in the fi lm of the same name, and his other imagery has infl u-
enced the horror genre). Back into fast forward… One kid waxed to 
death. Two kids captured. One starts gett ing waxed. Other releases 
him. Explore house. Gruesome scenes. 

Damien Hirst style fetal horse desk ornament. (I slowed here for 
a closer look. There was a mildly amusing moment as a kid jiggled 
it around to make it look as if it was galloping). Other kids return. 
Second baddie introduced. Motivation of baddies is separation of Sia-
mese twins and mother used wax instead of plastic surgery to fi x the 
mess.

Here it gets interesting, but still in fast forward. New kids explore 
town. Middle America 50’s styling. Whole town waxed. Waxwork 
characters remind me of something out of a Hopper painting. Paris 
Hilton does tame lingerie tease. Kids get picked of one by one. Paris 
Hilton gets pole through head and dies.
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Other kids slowly kill baddies gett ing bloodied in process as usual. 
House of Wax catches fi re. Special eff ect, special eff ect, special eff ect, 
etc. Cops next morning. Kids leave town. 

I didn’t stop to look for the way forward for a sequel, but noted some 
very nice typography in the opening sequence and in the credit roll

There was nothing interesting or fresh with the exception of Paris 
Hilton gett ing a terminal lobotomy, and the few art and architectural 
references. 

I have problems understanding drama in fast forward, so I don’t 
watch much. Anyway, I am not a huge fan, with the exception of So-
phia Coppola who probably only gets away with bringing wonderful, 
original, though-provoking scripts to the screen due to the fact that 
her father’s fi rst names are Frances Ford.

I rent horror movies, because this is the terrain of the story teller. 
The horror story has a noble lineage that stretches all the way back to 
the folk tale and the fairy story, traveling through Shelley and Stoker, 
onwards through the lurid 40s and 50s, into the gruesome 80s and 
fi nding its present highpoint in the work of Neil Gaiman. 

For those of you who have not yet come across Neil Gaiman’s nov-
els, short stories and graphic novels, he is sometimes described as the 
greatest living story teller, and this by best-selling writers who spe-
cialize in stories.

By hiring horror movies, I hope to see something new, although I am 
almost always disappointed. Of recent interest, ‘On Shallow Ground’ 
came up with a rather interesting style of creature and kept it in plain 
view from the beginning of the movie. The premise of the dark fan-
tasy ‘The Discovery of Heaven’ bordered on genius. Neil Gaiman has 
made it to the big screen and I can hardly wait to see more. I hope it 
won’t be reduced to the lowest-common denominator.

There is not much for me to watch these days. I wish there were 
something new. Unfortunately it seems that Hollywood really has lost 
the magic of stories.
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Vampires are wimping out

Here is a short history of vampires. 
First there were dead bodies which crawled out of the 
grave and ate people or their life force. Along came John 

Polidori’s character Lord Ruthven who was well dressed, 
got married and killed his bride. 

Next on the horizon was Stoker;s historical revision of Vlad Tepes, 
‘Dracula’. In real life Vlad Tepes nailed the turbans of envoys to their 
heads, so everyone decided that he was blood-thirsty, and being literal 
peasants, the rumour of blood drinking arose. This goes to show that 
we have to be very wary of diplomacy, or leaders who don’t employ 
decent spin doctors. Dracula, by the way, was well dressed. 

Hammer studios gave Dracula a veneer of culture and yet more 
good tailoring. Then along came Anne Rice. Her vampires were sym-
pathetic, but only in the literary sense, so we didn’t have to fear them, 
as long as we weren’t bad people. Anne Rice converted to Christianity 
while writing those stories. 

The post-millennial vampires and blood substitutes followed, as 
seen in ‘True Blood’ and the ‘Twilight’ movies, one of which I watched 
bits of, before giving up overwhelmed by a sudden urge to open a 
vein. The new breed of vampires wear Dockers and are sensitive in a 
brooding, ‘love-me-I’m-so-vulnerable’ kind of way. The unreformed 
ones, the ones who drink teenage girls, wear mallgoth kit and would 
be indistinguishable from truculent teenagers, if not for their teeth. 

From stinking, crawling corpses to brooding, drippy teenagers, the 
vampire has been transformed. Anne Rice, Stoker and Polidori have a 
lot to answer for: our delicious fears have been shortchanged.

Fear of vampires translates into fear of blood, a very primal thing. 
If you doubt me, the next time you have an ‘ouchies’ in the toolshed 
or kitchen, don’t run for the plaster. Instead try to stare fi xedly at the 
upwelling from the wound and tell yourself repeatedly, ‘it really isn’t 
so serious, I can deal with this’. At the very least, you should begin 
to worry about the stains.  If it is serious, skip this challenge and call 
emergency services.

According to the latest plott ing and narrative devices for vampire 
shows, the bloodless incidents and teenage sighs point to post-mil-
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lennial avoidance of fears as the easiest route to personal happiness. 
Given the multitude of fears from which to choose, this seems like a 
sensible proposition in a demented kind of way. 

Even though vampires have been sanitised, blood is still an extreme-
ly powerful symbol, and there is still good reason to be nervous about 
it. The most powerful use is probably the whole thing of external loy-
alty. I discern two types: the blood loyalty given in a lifetime and the 
loyalty handed down from generation to generation.

Loyalty which is given on the basis of blood is just plain stupid. Kids 
with penknives damage themselves and frighten their parents, but 
can be repaired with a plaster and a good talking to. The type of gang 
loyalty, the ‘blood-in-blood-out’ thing, is thicker still. In this day and 
age of star witnesses and new starts for jaded off enders in the form of 
witness protection, that sort of idealism deserves everything it gets.

Politics and belonging to groups also emerges out of the blood oath: 
witness the fl ags dipped in blood of the Nazi era, the apparent genetic 
relationships to ideology of any number of idiot groups for people 
who need to fi ll their empty lives with ill-conceived and prejudiced 
causes, as well as the appeals to blood on the part of politicians who 
are intent on their supporters shedding it. 

Blood loyalty which is handed down from generation to generation 
are more insidious. The blood feuds of Mediterranean families springs 
to mind. So do the nauseating oaths that guide successive generations 
of societies and countries into enmity and war. 

Blood is not a debt or reason for a cause. It is something that re-
quires a plaster, or perhaps a surgeon, and the aft ermath should be 
mopped up with suitable cleaning products.

The vampires and their teeth may have been reduced to damp rags, 
but there are plenty of real people and beliefs who will feed and pros-
per on blood. 

Should we really be putt ing away the sharpened stakes and cloves 
of garlic just yet?
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If music is the food of love
I’ll have the chilli garlic sauce.
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My favourite plaything

Occasionally, you get people who say things that you 
wished you had said, or worse yet, who say what you 
were about to say. Being original is not always easy. Co-

median Chris Rock said something at the 2005 Oscars 
that I intended to say for a long time, but didn’t get around 

to. I am going to say it anyway. “Music is the soundtrack of my life.” 
I have a new toy. It’s a digital music player that stores more tracks 

than I have on my CD racks. It also doubles as a ‘memory stick’ so I 
carry heaps of fi les around with me. Thanks to the wonders of tech-
nology, the sense of guilt that I feel for not immediately doing portable 
work I have in hand comes with the tune of my choice.

The beauty of my toy is that I can listen to music for days on end 
without changing the CD every hour. If not for quality time with my 
wife and daughter, or the need to att end meetingss from time to time 
I would probably learn sign language and have the thing surgically 
embedded in my ear. 

As a point of interest, the soundtrack for this paragraph is ‘Between 
the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea’, a piece of lovely swing jazz by Ed-
die Duchin and His Orchestra. I am wondering whether to write the 
next paragraph to the tune of ‘Small Change Got Rained On with His 
Own Thirty-Eight’ by Tom Waits. On the other hand, I try to keep the 
column cheerful, so perhaps not.

As I said, music is the soundtrack of my life. It infl uences my moods, 
or I can use it to infl uence my mood: tranquility, melancholia or a 
cheerful moment at the touch of a butt on. It’s also a handy ‘off  butt on’ 
when the world gets too noisy. 

Various art forms have waxed and waned. Poetry is now almost en-
tirely academic. Theatre is the terrain of those snooty few who don’t 
groove on special eff ects. Individual paintings have been replaced by 
banal, airbrushed posters or oriental factory line kitsch sold door-to-
door as ‘art made by struggling students’. Music, as an art form, has 
weathered the centuries. 

We may be listening to Rob Zombie or some percussive hip hop 
instead of Handel or Strauss but we are listening regardless of the 
changes that cultural evolution has wrought.
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 Only at one time has music been credibly threatened, and that was 
in one of the murkier corners of the Dark Ages, when the church tried 
to put an end to its temptingly licentious and thought provoking ef-
fect. Of course, being the church, the monks kept a bit for themselves 
and grooved liberally to plainsong, the medieval version of rap. It 
didn’t last long though. Nobody can stop the peasants humming un-
der their breaths. Ask any of the modern dictators who tried to go the 
same route.

Today the music is everywhere. It’s even ported into offi  ces and 
malls, though you may wish whoever chooses the tunes had bett er 
taste.

For me, music has become one way to see God at work, and by this 
I don’t mean those horrifyingly banal religious CDs that people give 
you in the hopes that you will ‘see the light’ and start living in way 
that makes them feel snug and comfy. 

There are inspired moments, be they the beautiful tranquility of 
Beethoven’s ‘Für Elize’ or Johnny Rott en’s howls of rage and despair 
that forced the western world to admit that something was indeed 
very wrong with just about everything, and then some. These mo-
ments of inspiration are so extreme that they are hard to att ribute to 
a mere human.

More oft en than not music is the voice of change. A singer comes up 
with something diff erent and we all begin to change the way we look, 
dress and think about things. This was probably why the church tried 
to put an end to all but offi  cially sanctioned tunes so many centuries 
ago, and why dictatorships have followed in their futile footsteps.

There is a question anthropologists ask their students which appar-
ently has no answer: what makes us diff erent from the apes? I think I 
have just found the answer: I have never heard an ape sing so know-
ingly and eloquently as a human being.

Without music our species would probably be litt le more than 
apes.
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Punk gets, like, respectable

Picture this. It’s the mid-Seventies. The sincere ideals of 
peace and love are gett ing shot up in Vietnam. Music 
is controlled by marketing people. You have a choice 

of any music, as long as it’s progressive rock, stadium 
rock, glam rock, Motown or newly emerging disco. Regard-

less of your taste in music, spangled shirts, four inch collars, glitzy 
sunglasses and platform shoes are in. 

All of a sudden, a new type of music blasts its way onto the scene. 
It sounds as if the lead guitarist knows two chords and the bass gui-
tarist, one. The drummer can’t keep time and the lead singer sounds 
like one of those late night cat fi ghts that happen just outside your 
bedroom window. 

The marketing men start mutt ering about ‘punks’, but their com-
ments fall on deaf ears. Everyone rushes to get hold of the discord. 
It doesn’t sound great at all, but there’s an emotional honesty unlike 
anything else. It’s undeniable: even if you can’t stand the noise, at least 
it doesn’t wear platform shoes.

There are a number of contenders for history’s list of most signifi -
cant cultural moments. The birth of punk won’t be up there but, as far 
as I am concerned, it should be. 

The word ‘culture’ has quite a few connotations. The most common 
is that it lives in the homes of people who have a deep appreciation 
of music and fi ne art, the sort who are comfortable in bow ties and 
cummerbunds. 

Actually, culture lives on the street, in bars and nightclubs. It seldom 
dresses well. It’s the sort of spontaneous phenomenon that knocks on 
your door late at night and drags you off  for a drink or two without 
the consent of your signifi cant other.

For every reaction, there is an equal and an opposite reaction. Think 
of punk as a catastrophic collision between two enriched uranium at-
oms. Punk built itself on the anger and despair of a generation that 
saw litt le or no future for itself, and collided with the bland, control-
lable products and plans of marketing departments and political 
fi gures.  Boom! Meltdown! Unhappy kids who picked up guitars or 
hammered away at drum kits were singing the dismal songs of their 
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own culture: an abysmal, unemployed day-to-day reality, not the jet-
set, cocaine-binge lifestyle of yet another super group.

Yet in that moment of rage, a new culture was born. The initial ethos 
of the movement was to pin success on singles, not over-bloated al-
bums. In the do-it-yourself spirit that this approach spawned, a vast 
number of musical styles fl ourished, many of which are still with us 
today. The frenetic speed of the noise also transferred itself into future 
generations of musical styles. Listen to the radio for proof.

Vivienne Westwood’s approach to fashion is still evident. Black is 
no longer entirely the province of mourners, though you may want 
to draw the line at the black fi shnet vest. If that doesn’t satisfy you, at 
least you don’t wear platform shoes as a part of the standard corpo-
rate apparel. And then, there is the phenomenon of Richard Branson’s 
signing of the Sex Pistols to the early Virgin label. I’m sure it was some 
kind of a start, if only of sorts.

But culture is far more than art, music and clothing. It refl ects in 
how we behave and respond. The Fift ies brought rock & roll as the 
great liberating, self-defi ning experience. The Sixties gave us peace, 
love and well-meaning protest. Punk was about revolt. Those of us 
who tuned in to the phenomenon, then or later, seem to have devel-
oped certain traits: a healthy disregard for the ‘norm’, in some cases 
a willingness to knuckle down and build our own futures, and a ten-
dency to be slightly deaf to those around us, mainly due to hearing 
damage, but also fi guratively.

Aside from the somewhat vacuous rises of hip-hop and grunge in 
the Eighties and Nineties, marketing’s star has been on the wane. It 
seems as if folk music is back in fashion, an easy sell. It’s probably time 
for the next wave of rebellion.

My daughter is old enough to turn on the radio. I wonder what she 
will make of tomorrow’s music, and down what strange roads it will 
lead her?.
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Genius and the numbers that added up to more

I have a penchant for buying music. I tend towards 
strange compilations and discs in grubby boxes that 
come cheap at second hand stores. Although I can 

sometimes aff ord newer CDs that you buy in franchised 
music stores, I prefer my treasures a bit more obscure and 

like a good steak, somewhat rare. The strange compilations and re-
jects always have something too outré for general tastes. 

If you are the same, you will probably have come across an artist 
with the unlikely name of Bo Diddley. You will probably also have 
an appreciation for his twanging rhythm and nasal voice. The lyrics 
will also have caught you. Bo Diddley, also known as ‘The Originator’ 
had his heyday in the second half of the 1950s. Although still alive, 
he is not so well-known today, although he richly deserves enduring 
fame.

There are a number of defi nitions of genius. The standard cliché is 
that it is 5 percent inspiration and 95 percent hard work. I have heard 
this phrase used too oft en. The other defi nition involves an IQ mea-
sure. Other than that there are a bunch of examples.

The common archetype for genius is Einstein, his tongue and his 
hair. Stephen Hawkins is another. John Nash is a third, thanks to the 
movie “A Beautiful Mind’. Don’t get your hopes up if you have an 
imaginary friend though. Like the other two, John Nash earned his 
status in the fi eld of numbers.

It is interesting that genius is associated with manipulation of num-
bers. Even though Einstein and Hawkins are linked to the realm of 
theoretical physics, their ability to calculate in order to arrive at new 
truths is what has set them apart. Perhaps it is a refl ection of how in-
accessible numbers are to everyone else. For my part, I have diffi  culty 
understanding a bank statement, let alone a schoolbook equation in-
volving gravitational force. 

On the other hand, it takes a genius to understand bank service fees. 
Perhaps someday, someone will come up with the theory of quantum 
accounting. Be afraid. Be very afraid.

But genius is not just about numbers. As I see it, the one thing that 
characterizes moments of genius is that they are not easily reproduced. 
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Einstein came up with the special theory of relativity, for instance. 
Nobody has come up with another as far as I know. And would the 
special theory of relativity be so special if there were a whole bunch 
of theories knocking around looking for caring homes? Many have 
tried though.

It’s the same with Bo Diddley. Many have tried to emulate his unique 
sound. None managed to sound exactly like him. Today, you can fi nd 
hundreds of references to his name and it is high fashion to lift  snatch-
es of lyrics from his songs.

What he achieved was a successful fusion between a type of music 
called ‘skiffl  e’ and the blues. Skiffl  e was low-rent jazz in which people 
who could not aff ord trumpets and saxophones used their voices in-
stead. It became a very popular style of music from the tenements of 
large American cities to the shacks of deep rural America, and spread 
onwards to Europe and further afi eld. The blues? Well, we all know 
what that is.

Bo Diddley illustrates another point about genius. Although the in-
sight may be unique, remarkable and awe-inspiring, genius builds on 
existing fi elds of knowledge. Einstein and Hawkins combined the use 
of numbers and physics to arrive at their insights. Nash used math-
ematics. Diddley built upon skiffl  e and the blues. 

It would be nice to say that there is a possibility that something en-
tirely new could be created, but we are bounded by our realities, and 
everything develops out of what we know. We assess and come to 
understand that which is new in terms of what we know. Apparently 
there is nothing new under the sun.

So how should we name Bo Diddley’s unique contribution to the 
sum of what we know and what we are? What did ‘The Originator’ 
originate? And why did the group Guns and Roses pay homage to 
him by naming themselves from one of his lyrics?

Bo Diddley’s unique contribution already has a name. It’s known as 
‘Rock and Roll’.
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The sweet sound of gravel in the can

I can’t stand the saccharine sounds that ooze all over the 
pop charts. The ersatz emotions that crawl out of the 
woodwork with every hit make me instinctively reach 

for the bug spray. There is no way a sixteen year old 
with a syrupy voice and a roomful of managers, minders 

and make-up artists can have experienced the depth of emotion that 
the standard lyric claims. 

Oh no, baby. I don’t love you. Oh no. 
I’m a Tom Waits fan. Tom Waits sounds terrible. His vocal range 

stretches from the sound of someone who has just been punched in 
the gut, all the way to a hoarse shout. A lot of the time he also sounds 
as if he is tone deaf. Give me Tom Waits any day. 

If the popular media stereotype or my taste in music is to be believed, 
I am a deviant. I am not slender, muscular, social, rich or young. That 
smug guy with an expensive car, designer home and a high-paying, 
high-powered job just isn’t me. Nor am I cheerful in the Prozac way 
that the media puts forward as normal. I always have something to 
worry about, and unhappiness sticks its head around the door more 
oft en than I would wish, even on those whom I despise. 

The jury is out on my ambitions. I have so many opportunities and 
plans that I hardly know where to begin. The problem is I don’t even 
have time to go to the gym to start looking like a jet-sett ing entrepre-
neur, let alone time to reach out and seize the day, or even just to make 
a feeble grab at it. The litt le spare time that I have is divided between 
my family, a bit of writing and my favourite hobby, sleep.

Somehow I don’t fi t in to the media’s image of how things should 
be, and I defi nitely won’t make a great lyric for the next noxious pop 
diva. 

According to popular media, perfection is a street address just 
around the corner. You arrive at it as you reach a specifi c age group. 
When you turn twenty, you get the aggressive look, the fi rst job and 
credit card, and that’s not all. 

The beautiful young man or woman gets in step with you and with-
out a backwards (or even sideways) glance, you become a poster cou-
ple for eff ortless hedonism.
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At age thirty, you have it all, including the responsible position, 
grooming and picture perfect family. Strangely enough, dogs arrive 
at your door house-trained so your carpets look great, and the cat 
doesn’t claw holes in your leather sofa. 

So it goes until you retire, probably at fi ft y, with investments that 
allow you to decide that Stockholm is where you want to be next Tues-
day. You spend the rest of your life squandering your kids’ inheritance 
on a really good life and dandling well-adjusted grandkids on your 
knee.

As far as I am concerned, I seem to have lost the map that points the 
way to perfection. And strangely enough, it’s not a place I’m entirely 
sure I want to visit. I’d probably embarrass myself by dropping the 
bone china, staining the rug and having a beer too many.

I have a strange appreciation for imperfection, and I get a delayed 
sense of fulfi llment from being able to say, “Been there. Done that. 
Have to remember never to make that particular mistake again.”

The problem with perfection is, on closer inspection, the glossy 
surfaces are litt le more than graceless plastic. You won’t fi nd dents, 
stains and scratches that tell of a life well used and the satisfaction of 
looking back on a learning curve you have ascended. As some ancient 
Greek said, “You can’t enjoy being at the top of the hill without having 
climbed it.”

I’m a Tom Waits fan down to the bone. With hoarse words and hard 
shouts, he sings poetic stories of missed opportunities, sad hindsight 
and moments of despair. 

He reminds me that perfection is not a foregone conclusion, nor 
something that I should feel inferior about for not having att ained it. 
He points me to the idea that the only true measure of perfection is the 
imperfection that counterpoints it.

Ignore the stereotypes. Ignore the pressures to keep up with the 
Jones’. Feel free to go out and make a mistake. Look back and learn. 
You don’t have to be perfect. Be what you are.
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Love thy neighbour,
just not too much.
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Religion at the dinner party

Spirituality, particularly religion, is a bit like smoking 
nowadays: everyone, or almost everyone, used to do it, 
but it has become a furtive thing. Don’t do it in pub-

lic, especially not on the pavement, and don’t ask any-
one to share unless they off er. Apparently it is toxic. How do 

I know? I am a smoker.
Given the massive complexity of life, for instance, whether or not 

cappuccino should be drunk aft er lunch, what to wear when drinking 
cappuccino before lunch and where to drink that cappuccino in order 
to be seen by and possibly interact with ‘people who make a diff er-
ence’, humanity appears to be retreating into its shell-like facade. Can 
you blame them?

Appearances count, and with the modern multiplicity of cultures 
that makes the Tower of Babel look like a well-heeled gathering of 
old ladies around a teapot and a jug of milk on a Sunday aft ernoon, 
appearances are counting in the very high numbers. Throwing in an 
additional facet is like reciting random numbers in a loud voice as an 
accounting clerk tries to total up the cash book.

Small things, so-called lifestyle choices that should more appropri-
ately be called faddish moments or nine day wonders, defi ne us to our 
neighbours. Given the hundreds of choices and factors that have to be 
taken into account on a day-to-day basis, is there really room in the 
mix for a thing like religion? 

Try this for fun… At the next bistro gathering of the stylish, as the 
conversation heads towards the latest in diet or circles around the lat-
est self-help advice, utt er the words, “Has anyone noticed that Pope 
Benedict’s conservatism had more apparent impact on sexual moral-
ity when he was still Cardinal Ratzinger?”

If anyone is left  in the room by the end of the sentence, follow this 
up with a riff  on whether or not the papacy is still relevant, and if a 
charismatic council of cardinals would not bett er refl ect the human-
ism inherent in the central tenets of Christianity?

Anyone left  in the room at the end of your spiel will probably be a 
theologian, so you may do well to break out a bott le of red and get into 
the spirit of things. 
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What about all those who left  the room so quickly? Faced with the 
apparent importance and impact of their lifestyle choices, they had to 
leave. There was no room in their heads for spirituality. And as they 
could not politely shut you up, they had to leave in order to prevent 
an unwanted dimension of thought from entering their heads. 

But, to be fair, it is not entirely the fault of superfi cial choices that is 
eroding acceptance of spirituality. 

Charismatic religions also have to bear their share of the blame. 
Speaking in tongues never makes for a great dinner conversation, un-
less the guests decide to skip all fi ve courses and go straight to the 
sherry and port on arrival.

Then there is the problem of intolerance. It’s not just embitt ered 
Moslems, Christians and Jews, who have a go at one another. Sincere 
Catholics and Lutherans haven’t sat comfortably in the same room 
since the reformation. 

And there is also the litt le matt er of the glib ability of the religious 
right and fundamentalists to eschew the tenets and commandments 
of their religions in search of an earthly kingdom built on oil money 
and conformity.

So for the sake of simplicity and peace, many people are shift ing 
spirituality into the background, and going for the hollow relevance 
of lifestyle.  

Giving something up implies some form of loss. What are we los-
ing? 

The core principles of religions extend beyond belief. They govern 
behaviour between people in two manners: fi rstly by laying down 
laws such as ‘thou shall not kill’, and secondly in a spiritual manner, 
‘love thy neighbour as ye love thyself’.

A world where that sort of thinking is pushed to the background in 
favour of choices about tea or coff ee in context of the time of day is 
ugly to say the least.

I am not a huge fan of angry street-corner preachers and their spot 
judgements, but I am a fan of belief. Without something bigger, we 
are nowhere.
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Heaven, according to Talking Heads

Once upon a time there were ‘real’ musicians. You could 
turn on the radio and hear something you hadn’t heard 
before. Tunes were fresher than unlaid eggs and the lyr-

ics would amble up with an innocent smile and smack 
you between the eyes with a half brick in a sock. 

For those of you who are younger, at that stage, music was undemo-
cratic and ‘hits’ were oft en unexpected. It didn’t take an SMS vote to 
make a star or next year’s chart topper. People actually had to buy the 
record before it became a hit.

One of the freshest bands I can remember was a mob called Talking 
Heads. In fact, they were so fresh they were way before their time, 
which is probably a good thing because had they arrived now, they 
would never have made it through the auditions for the television tal-
ent shows. Too ‘so not what we’re selling this year, dude’. 

Talking Heads had a hit with a song called ‘Psycho Killer’, which 
amazingly is not about politicians, religious leaders or white collar 
workers resolving labour disputes. They also had a whole lot of other 
great songs that never made it all the way up the charts, but should 
have. 

My personal favourite is a song called ‘Heaven’ which features the 
catchy refrain, “Heaven is a place where nothing ever happens.” 

Every year, the academic industry spends millions of dollars on phi-
losophy as a path to the truth. Millions of words are writt en, elucidat-
ed and debated, some of which are even less than fi ve syllables long. 

Talking Heads arrived at a very worthy truth in about three min-
utes, and unlike academic philosophy, you could dance to it, even 
though the tempo was more suited to a very slow waltz or perhaps 
a quadrille.

There are diff erent ideas about heaven, some of which involve harps, 
wings and fl uff y white clouds, and others which feature virgins and 
small bowls of the sort of dessert that costs far more than a slab of 
chocolate cake with a side order of cream. Neither of these, nor any of 
the others, appeals to me as much as Talking Heads’ version. 

We live in an age in which everything happens here and now. Con-
sider the phenomenon of the modern day survival kit; a mobile de-
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vice, credit card and fi lofax and a wll stocked contact list. The Chinese 
saying, “may you live in interesting times” is no longer a curse: it is 
par for the course. 

We are programmed to want more and achieve more. A stream of 
messages tell us to buy this, want that, be something else and defi ne 
ourselves with the sort of att ributes that only endless time and large 
amounts of money can buy. If advertising is to be believed, only peo-
ple with the physique of Greek gods go to the gym. Fat guys who re-
ally need a workout get turned away at the door.

And just when you think you have it fi gured, you have to contend 
with this season’s fashions, a new management style and another 
wave of twelve step programmes that help you achieve so much more 
than you ever wanted to in the fi rst place.

Then there’s satellite news and another set of questions. Ten years 
down the line, will your child really benefi t from martial arts training 
or will a course in tactical shooting and the practical use of explo-
sives in confl ict resolution be more appropriate? Should you stockpile 
canned goods now, or wait a year or two and see how things play 
out?

A few things go missing in the horrible rush and ersatz ambition: 
you and I, for instance. And there’s almost no time to fi x the situation. 
If there is time to spare, it’s more exciting to buy a four day trip up 
Everest, than to consider something more mundane such as, “stay at 
home, don’t fi x the sink, but do have a beer and chill out while you 
stare at the ceiling”. 

As Talking Heads’ song ‘Heaven’ puts it, “It’s hard to imagine that 
nothing at all could be so exciting, could be so much fun.” But if you 
take time to think about nothing in particular, especially when you 
should be doing something else, you may just fi nd an exciting glimpse 
of your own personal heaven. It won’t be as rushed or busy as life is 
right now.
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St Martin had it fi gured

We had to do literary appreciation at school, some of 
which involved poetry. We learned to appreciate alliter-
ation, metaphor, cunning use of meter and other things 

that were easy to forget. One thing almost went missing 
entirely though: appreciation of poetry itself. It’s hard to like 

anything when the threat of grades hangs over your head. 
That being said, one piece of poetry stuck with me the way chewing 

gum sticks to the bott om of a shoe on a hot summer day. The story 
goes something like this…

Once upon a time there was a knight called Martin. On a cold, 
stormy night, he issues forth from wherever on some or other quest. 
Along the way, he meets a beggar. Assessing the weather, he cuts his 
cloak in two, gives half to the beggar and keeps the other half for him-
self. Later on he sees a vision of Christ wearing half of his cloak. Christ 
tells him he is doubly blessed for having kept something of the cloak 
for himself. He goes on to become St Martin.

There is no pleasure as strange as giving. We are told that to give is 
one way that we can touch the divine, usually by a small town preach-
er who has hit the big time with a television show and a toll-free num-
ber, all major credit cards accepted in the quest to save your soul. 

On the other hand, there is the bright light of gratitude and greed in 
my daughter’s eyes as she accepts some new toy or book, or even just 
a cookie. Now that’s really divine.

There is also a socio-biological argument for giving: sharing what 
you have with weaker members of the group is a way to improve the 
survival chances of a community of individuals upon whom you may 
need to rely in some hopefully distant future.

In spite of all the want-more, get-more materialism, it seems as if 
giving is defi nitely a route to go. But giving has its fl ipside.

Try this experiment with any passing toddler. Hold two pieces of 
chocolate in one hand. Reveal both pieces to the child and allow it to 
take one. Wait until the child has made it through the fi rst piece of 
chocolate, and tell the child that the other piece is yours. 

Once you have surrendered the chocolate, wiped away the child’s 
tears, calmed the mother and regained your own shatt ered compo-
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sure, you will realize that the act of taking is instinctive behaviour. At 
this point the litt le terror should be heading in your direction again. If 
you don’t have a third piece of chocolate, run.

Add to this the fact that what occurs in early life echoes through into 
adulthood, and you may begin to reach the hypothesis that everyone 
knows taking is far more fun and a lot easier than giving, regardless 
of age, sex, culture or means. 

The patt ern repeats itself in strange places. Kindness in the work-
place might not be interpreted as selfl essness, but as an invitation to 
shift  responsibility and risk in your direction. In this regard be wary of 
subordinates, colleagues, superiors and people in other departments 
entirely.

A regular donation to a beggar may be seen as an appearance fee, 
not charity. If you do give, you may fi nd that the recipient starts turn-
ing up with a supporting cast. If you don’t give you may become the 
villain in an embarrassing public drama.

Giving too much and too oft en can create a dependency, much like 
heroin, alcohol or those amazing litt le toys that you put together aft er 
you have eaten the chocolate egg in which they come.

Giving is good, especially if you are a registered charity fronting 
for people who have learned the hard way about dependency and its 
enslaving eff ect on the giver, but perhaps a wiser approach is to cut 
your cloth to suit your cloak, the way Martin did.

Give what you can, when you can, but always give unexpectedly to 
those who really need it, and always hold a litt le bit back, if not as a 
resource for yourself, then at least for someone who really needs it.
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Love thy neighbour, just not too much

You are probably expecting something interesting about 
the US elections. I’m not going to go into that right now. 
It’s too complex and fraught. Something will come along 

to throw the whole thing into perspective, and dash ev-
erybody’s hopes. I’ll write about it then.

The most interesting item, the piece with far greater signifi cance 
than any paltry US election, slipped almost entirely underneath the 
radar. And no, it’s not the release of ‘High School Musical 3’.

The really big news is that Islam is trying to reconcile with the Cath-
olics. That’s a biggie, folks. 

Here’s how it works. Typically, Islam and Christianity refuse to rec-
ognise one another completely, other than down the barrel of a gun or 
the blade of a sword or whatever is the weapon of choice. 

In recent years, it has gott en far worse. Now, the mere sight of a hi-
jab is enough to have the average fundamentalist wondering whether 
his or her life insurance is up to date, and when the next invasion is 
scheduled. 

Conversely, the mere sight of a fundamentalist seems to have a fair 
number of followers of Islam reaching for the nearest suicide vest. So 
there is merit in both sets of fears. 

The real divide lies in the uncanny ability of both sides to keep on 
killing one another in spite of the obvious fact that nothing really 
changes except the width of the undertaker’s grin. 

I know the religious divide has to do with Jesus, but suspect that it 
has far more to do with the fact that followers of Islam are abstemious 
or, in plain English, don’t drink. Sobriety doesn’t make for really good 
theological debate, at least of the Christian variety. This could also 
somehow relate to communion wine. 

According to reports, in an eff ort to end the religious divide, a group 
of high ranking Islamic scholars have approached the Pope to recogn-
ise the common beliefs of the two religions, as embodied in the lett er 
with the catchy title ‘A Common Word Between You and Us’.

According to the reports, the shared beliefs include particularly the 
love of God and love of thy neighbour, though in the literal Christian 
sense this is frowned upon and in the sense of Islam this is suicidal, 
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people who love one another being a) of diff erent sexes and b) mar-
ried so living together and not technically neighbours. 

Most of sects concerned recognise the shared roots of  Islam and 
Christianity through Abraham and / or Christ the Messiah or Christ 
the Prophet depending on whether they are Christian or Islam, with 
the exception of one US general who summed up the dissent’s position 
with the heated comment that ‘our God is bigger than their God’. 

Most major Christian sects, including the amiable Church of Eng-
land have accepted the lett er as a basis for engagement, meaning that 
we should be able to put the sin of recognising one another as human 
beings aside, and get on with the business of enjoying or avoiding the 
sins of the fl esh, depending upon ones orientation.

Unfortunately the Catholics are being sticky, mutt ering about free-
dom of religion, the fact that Islam believes that Jesus wasn’t crucifi ed, 
although seeing him as an important prophet, and the fact that Islam 
does not accept the Holy Trinity, which seems obvious if Jesus is seen 
as a prophet.

And so, approximately half of the world’s Christians have relegated 
the status of  Islam from neighbours to people who live quite a way 
down the road. But what if these objections were overcome? How 
would the concept of ‘same but diff erent’ play out?

Probably not with any major impact. Christians have shown them-
selves quite able to kill other Christians and a scan of Islamic history 
shows it is the same on that side of the fence. 

On the other hand, a sin covered up cannot be practised with the 
frequency of a sin that has social approval. So perhaps in recognising 
the similarities, there might emerge a measure of approbation. Islam 
and Christianity would, technically, become neighbours who should 
love one another, if only in some vague spiritual sense.

There’s a good beginning in that. 
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The imaginary nature of evil

A member of one of the more fundamentalist sects once 
pointed out to me an interesting manifestation of Satan. 
According to my acquaintance proof of Satan’s existence 

lay in the fact that evil lamas in Tibet have snakes fl oat-
ing above their heads and can kill an individual from miles 

away merely by thinking dire and deadly thoughts about him.
I never miss an opportunity for a bit of fun and duly noted that 

there are people who can kill tens, if not hundreds, of thousands from 
greater distances, by pressing the conspicuous red butt on on the con-
sole in front of them. 

I also noted that they don’t have to go to the eff ort of thinking. All 
they have to do is follow orders and fi re the missile. Unfortunately the 
conversation died there.

I have a certain fondness for lamas with airborne snakes, though I 
never want to meet one. I am not above the pleasure of a good horror 
story every now and then. There’s a defi nite thrill to the unknown ter-
ror that lurks in the dark, as long as the story is fresh, the special eff ect 
is good and the creature remains imaginary.

Flesh-and-blood humans are a scarier proposition. Consider the 
people who irritate you the most; one of your bosses, a supplier or 
client, or a particularly squeaky receptionist who takes smug pride in 
denying you desperately needed access to one of the offi  ces behind 
her. Is it strangulation, a sharpened stake or something more lingering 
that fi rst springs to mind?

As much as imagination is our gift , it is also our curse. If there is 
a way to cause mayhem, death and destruction, we will fi nd it and 
improve on it.

Without imagination, we would be nowhere. The benefi t of imagina-
tion is our ability to translate a notion, no matt er how outrageous, into 
reality. Seventy years ago, walking on the moon was the improbable 
terrain of the science fi ction pulp. Fift y years ago, the same pulps told 
tall tales of personal computing. And who could ever have though 
that someone would actually take the step of brewing alcohol-free 
beer? For bett er or worse, imagination has a tendency to become com-
monplace reality, no matt er how long it takes.
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It’s the same with violence. Imagine it, take action, and sooner or 
later nobody will complain because they are used to it and it’s boring 
already.

Large-scale violence, destruction and geopolitical ambition have 
achieved the status of entertainment. As we become accustomed to 
images and numbers that should make our stomachs churn, but don’t, 
we become more jaded and seek out bett er diversions. And there is 
always someone out there to provide the entertainment for which we 
are so starved.

As evidence, I off er the satellite news feeds, a key input into our 
collective consciousness, and entertainment on an epic scale. Seen any 
murders or armed robberies with dramatic shootouts on the satellite 
news lately? Probably not: they are too small and local, though you 
can pick up those stories in video stores alongside the stories of lamas 
and their snakes.

The stories that pull news ratings are war, genocide and massive 
natural disasters. They keep us tuned in and stir our imagination, in 
spite of the fact that, for those of us not in the immediate vicinity, the 
events will have litt le impact on our lives.

Maybe we should try to fi ll our imaginations with something diff er-
ent. But would that be entertaining?

I don’t believe that Satan is out there, standing at some lonely cross-
roads with a bright smile and a contract detailing the sale of a human 
soul. That’s probably just a property developer or a real estate agent 
with an off er on a thirty-year mortgage.

If there is a true manifestation of evil it must be the product of imag-
ination: the ugly result of unresolved anger, desperate frustration and 
unfulfi lled need. It’s the inherent fl ipside of the coin that is our soul.

Perhaps there is an evil lama somewhere out there, diligently at-
tempting to teach snakes to fl y. Don’t be dispirited or scared though. 
We have our defenses. 

We can always imagine something far worse.
.  
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Church on Sunday vs. watching a DVD

I have been reading William Blake again, one of my fa-
vourite Christian thinkers. Like Blake, I am not a great 
joiner, and won’t happily enter a church on a regular 

basis. I wish I could write poetry the way he did, but I 
can’t. Still, one out of two isn’t bad.

Here’s a few lines from his poem, ‘The Garden of Love’: ‘I went to 
the Garden of Love, And saw what I never had seen: A Chapel was 
built in the midst, Where I used to play on the green. And the gates of 
this Chapel were shut, And “Thou shalt not” writ over the door…” 

I’ll stop it there, halfway through. It’s a great poem. You can fi nd it 
on the web if you want more. There are only another six lines.

I ceased my association with churches a long time ago. I apply a 
fairly narrow interpretation of the commandments. Using ‘love thy 
neighbour’ as a theological basis for the all-white neighbourhoods of 
apartheid was revolting. So was the long list of political and racial 
exceptions to ‘thou shalt not kill’. 

The list goes on… All of it boiled down to a grubby list of self-serv-
ing ‘thou shalt nots’.

Although times have (almost) changed, I still do not feel the poorer 
for my absence from the Sunday sermon. There is plenty of spiritual-
ity and uplift ing belief if you look around. In fact, theology seems to 
be almost unavoidable.

I have been watching ‘My Name is Earl’, lowbrow genius and one 
of the few exceptions to my abhorrence of American sitcoms. It stars 
Jason Lee, who won credibility in my eyes by appearing in a bunch 
of Kevin Smith movies. In case you haven’t watched it, redneck Earl 
Hickey tries to score brownie points from karma by atoning for past 
sins such as pett y theft  and general cruelty to everyone around him-
self.

The subject matt er could be stultifying, but the addition of humour 
makes it very manageable.  I freely recommend Season 1. I only caught 
parts of Season 2, so I am not sure if it follows through on the concept 
as well as Season 1 did. 

In ‘Constantine’, Keanu Reeves outwits Satan by saving the soul of 
a suicide, and accidentally spares himself tenure in Hell as well. Once 
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again, it is a sophisticated argument concealed in something which 
should, to all intents and purposes, be matinee material.

In ‘Hellboy’, the off spring of a demon makes a moral choice to side 
with the forces of good. When confronted with what should be his 
nature, given his origins, he sticks with the decision to hang out with 
the good guys.

The list goes on. 
Forget the mawkish ending of ‘The Da Vinci Code, the atrocious 

screen adaptations of CS Lewis’ Narnia classics or even the ugly Chris-
tian Apocalypse romps. There seems to be a trend emerging that in-
corporates unforced spirituality into the popular script. It is probably 
a sign of the intense boredom of scriptwriters in the face of formulaic 
plotlines. But the fact that it has survived speaks volumes about audi-
ences.

There seem to be opposing forces at play in the mix. 
On the one hand, the churches have lost a lot of their authority, 

through poor moral choices, choosing sides in spite of the tenets of 
Christianity and undue desire to hold onto power.

On the other hand, faced with increasingly complex circumstances, 
and the obvious phenomenon of violence which marginalises the val-
ue of human life, people are turning to spirituality to fi nd comfort, if 
not hope for a future.

Much of the pressure and confl ict can be seen in the rise of funda-
mentalism. This could spell interesting times ahead. Yet the popular 
media and the current trend towards spirituality could be the begin-
ning of an interesting new form of humanism. 

Religious observance may well grow in an environment of enforce-
ment and social sanction, but it needs belief to take root and thrive. 
Popular media, more than anything, is the most powerful way for 
people to form their beliefs.

I won’t be heading off  to church this Sunday, like just about all other 
Sundays in my life: I can comfortably relax with a DVD.  
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Who left  the dogs out?

Years ago, I had a bit less than half a chance at going 
to the United States to further my education. The var-
sity placed an announcement in the papers with a list 

of candidates, presumably those who didn’t bother to 
join the alumni or leave an address to which outstanding 

invoices could be forwarded. 
My name was on the list. I heard about it in my pub. I made the 

motions of following it up, but not with any great conviction. I had 
commitments. I had a cat that I couldn’t leave behind.

I grew up with animals around me, and here I am not just referring 
to the people with whom I shared classes or the kids in the neigh-
bourhood. There were cats, dogs, tortoises and even some short-lived 
goldfi sh. They fi le through my memory like a roll call of old friends, 
each with their special att achments.

I can’t remember all of their names, nor can I be bothered to sit down 
and make an overly sentimental list over which to get maudlin, but I 
remember the sight of them.

Everyone who knows me or meets me realises instantly that I have 
pets. I carry their hair with me wherever I go. Thanks to the profu-
sion of stand-out cat hairs on whatever shade of black I have decided 
is fashionably cool this week, I immediately know who is allergic to 
cats. Bless you, my sympathies and tough luck! Have you tried anti-
histamines?

Being fond of animals, I have always stood up for them. I believe 
that people who kick animals should be kicked in their turn. 

I also take issue with those who say that animals don’t have souls. 
To my mind a soul is the seat of feelings and our ability to express 

them. As far as I understand those who deny the animal soul, animals 
don’t have feelings or, what we mistake for displays of animal emo-
tions, are nothing more than deceptive fl ukes.

If this were the case there would be two possible replies. 
The fi rst would be that if animals don’t have souls because they 

don’t have feelings and emotions, then we need to question the valid-
ity of what we, the human race, knows as feelings and emotions. The 
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feelings and emotions that humans display are very oft en the same as 
those that animals display.

Witness in this case the phenomenon of my Alsatian called ‘Dog’, 
a genuine example of genial but overbred stupidity and the perfect, 
generic ‘hound’. He never fi gured out the concepts of tiles or the glass 
in the front door. When I let him in through the back door, he skid-
ded towards the front door and bumped his nose on the glass. I know 
embarrassment and puzzlement when I see it. If animals don’t have 
emotions, then how do you explain away a dog trying not to blush?

The idea that what animals display is nothing more than a deceptive 
fl uke is also invalided by the example of ‘Dog’. A fl uke is a one-off  
phenomenon. ‘Dog’ routinely connected with the glass in the front 
door and the embarrassment was always the same. 

To those who still doubt, you are welcome to your beliefs. I am sure 
there is a special Heaven for you with a sign at its pearly gates saying 
‘No Pets Allowed’ and no cat or dog hairs on angelic robes.

I oft en think back to the advertisement and the future that I dis-
missed. If I had single-mindedly pursued the opportunity, and in the 
unlikely event of winning the scholarship and abandoning my cat to 
the whims of fate, my life would have been diff erent. 

I would not have met my wife or had the daughter whom I love so 
much. I would probably have met someone else and had a diff erent 
child, but I can’t imagine being as happy as I am with the family that 
I now have. Perhaps the cat was divine providence.

Most religions preach that the demonstration of love and caring is a 
virtue. I believe that the aspects of being loving and caring are abso-
lute and that the soul is indivisible. You may show the virtue of being 
kind to another human being, but being unfeeling to a pet or an act of 
unkindness will, on the other hand, leave its mark upon your soul.

It’s strange, but I believe our connection to animals makes us all the 
more human. 
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Somewhere in South America, there is a tribe that be-
lieves that treachery and deceit are exceptional att ri-
butes. The Christian missionaries didn’t have much 

luck with them: aft er all those years of preaching, the 
tribe founded a religion based on Judas Iscariot. At the other 

end of the scale, there is a tribe in Africa that has no concept of anger, 
other than the term ‘abberant madness’. 

Between these two extremes there are you and I, and the rest of the 
human race. 

What do you believe? Is it something with which you grew up? Is it 
something fresher? This is not a trick question. There are no right or 
wrong answers in this column.

As far as I can make out, it is right to believe in something from a 
range of beliefs that are current around the time of the belief. To il-
lustrate the point, I have a selection of current religious practices from 
which I can select. 

For instance, I can believe in Christ as a liberator in the political 
sense, or Christ as a loving being, as witnessed in churches today. That 
would be quite acceptable to a large group of people.

Slightly older beliefs would still be marginally acceptable. For in-
stance, if I believed in Christ the blue-eyed, blond-haired Commie-
smiter, so popular in the Fift ies and Sixties, I would probably still fi nd 
a small but signifi cant number of people with whom to share my be-
liefs.

The really older beliefs are completely out of the question though. It 
would defi nitely be wrong of me to believe in Christ as the remote, au-
thoritarian, intolerant being in whom humanity believed during the 
dark ages, and subsequently to advocate burning at the stake for new 
age religious practitioners.

As far as the future goes, apparently it might be possible for me to 
believe in Christ the wise and loving human, who was in some re-
spects a family man, as proposed by a number of biblical researchers, 
academic and otherwise. And no, I am not referring to Dan Brown or 
Michael Baigent. I might even choose to believe it now, but I would be 
unwise to be too vocal about it, until the church gives its assent.
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It is also quite likely that there will be some expectation from the 
religious right that I believe in Christ the opponent of Islam.

Belief is prett y much like the meat shelf at the supermarket. Make 
sure you check the ‘sell-by’ date, and avoid the spicy, new-fangled 
fusion stuff  if you want people to att end your dinner parties or bar-
becues. You have Halaal and Kosher as choices in separate fridges, or 
you can skip the meat entirely and go vegetarian. Other than that, it is 
up to you to decide what you buy. 

One of the interesting phenomena, not normally considered with 
any depth in the study of history, is the manner in which beliefs 
change. It feels as if we change beliefs the way we change wardrobes.

We start out with a wardrobe in which there is a selection of clothes, 
and as the clothes grow older, appear less fashionable and become 
more threadbare, we discard them, and head to the shops in search 
of something newer, and more in keeping with what is worn by the 
people around us. 

In other words, our beliefs are determined by functionality and 
popular fashion. And personal beliefs entail going out on a dangerous 
limb.

So to understand what will happen tomorrow, it should be possible 
to look at what is happening today, consider similar situations from 
the past, and then alter current beliefs to try and achieve a more desir-
able outcome. 

But perhaps this is already a common occurrence. Confl ict and the 
creation of perceptual threats are standard forms of political crowd 
control. The lesson is that reality can be altered by altering beliefs.

So the questions become, how to do this ethically and what should 
be permitt ed? Or should humanity just let things slide and see what 
comes up in the mix, accepting the good with the bad?

Perhaps there is something to be said for not delving too deep into 
the lessons of history, and applying them. But it is tempting to believe 
that humanity can create a bett er future.. 
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The mathematics of belief

The music industry, and music, are fascinating places. I 
cannot think of one culture that does not embrace and 
love music. Even the most gloom laden dictatorship 

loves a snappy march, albeit in a minor key. Music is a 
universal thing. And there is so much we can learn from the 

way people behave in the presence of music. 
One of the things that has always fascinated me, and perhaps the 

most telling, has been the way people adopt music and how it spreads 
through cultures, particularly now where music is generally freely 
available, though not entirely available for free.

The spread of an artist or a style begins with the artist. The artist 
has some driving passion, linked to a melodic structure, a rhythm and 
possibly lyrical style and content. Drawing on himself or herself, he or 
she makes a piece of music uniquely satisfi es to himself or herself. 

People hear the music, and are moved by it, though no doubt slight-
ly less than the artist. 

These people spread the music further, until the artist has a sustain-
able group of followers who admire the music and the artist. At this 
point it becomes really interesting. 

The people around the group of admirers are infl uenced by the 
group to listen to and enjoy the music. They too adopt the music, but 
oft en less because of the quality of the music and more due to the fact 
that the group is actively infl uencing them. “If they like the music, so 
should I.” So in essence, the music is enjoyed not because it is great 
music, but because others are listening. Now you know why you like 
‘A-ga-doo-doo’. 

Aft er a while, the music becomes pervasive. As people become ac-
customed to it, it loses its power to fi ll the emotional voids of the soul. 
And the artist, refi ning his style, begins to copy himself. 

As the music loses relevance, the masses begin to seek new ways to 
fi ll the holes in their souls, and so space is made for new artists, and 
people listen to new music, and the cycle repeats itself. 

If you want proof of this, consider the musicians who moved you a 
few years ago, and the musicians who stir you today. Notice the dif-
ference in styles and in the audience characteristics. 



95

Sell-by dates in the supermarket of belief

The core of the proposition is the emotional appeal of the music. 
It is the emotion that is adopted and that travels. It’s the same with 
any other belief: your car, your clothing, your politics and even your 
religion.

There is a certain mathematics to the proposition of belief. The pow-
er of emotion is strongest with the individual who creates the emo-
tion. It is slightly less stronger in the immediate group of followers, 
and as it spreads out it diminishes even further. The power of belief 
also subsides over time.

The fi rst corollary to this idea is that in order to maintain a strength 
of belief, it can be limited to a smaller group. This model works well for 
guerrilla organisations, and cult religions. Although many knowthe 
idea, only a small group are party to the mysteries of the inner circle. 
By denying practical knowledge to the broader masses, familiarity 
does not breed contempt. The downside is that the strength is limited 
to the small group.

The second idea that is interesting to toy with is the idea of decen-
tralisation of belief. By separating the belief from the core, and giving 
each and every person who chooses to believe, an emotional tool in 
the form of the belief, with the central idea as a back check for the in-
dividual believer, major religions can begin to proliferate. Where, for 
instance, would Christianity be without the Bible, or fashion without 
Vogue?

There are two downsides to this. In the fi rst place the believer can 
add his or her own spin the belief, leading to chaos, for instance eat-
ing meat on Fridays instead of fi sh, ot perhaps wearing green instead 
of grey. 

In the second place, the central core has to be removed. In other 
words, the messiah has to die or disappear, which doesn’t help much 
if the idea is to profi t by the belief of others, or if you have a career as 
a televangelist or fashionista in mind.

The interesting thing is that belief has a measurable basis. And if it 
is measurable, it can probably be managed. 

Whether you are a frustrated evil genius or aspiring politician, take 
heed. The world could be your oyster, or crucifi x.
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The lizards among us, 
and other cool conspiracy theories

Blame someone else.
Adopt a conspiracy theory, today.
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How to avoid blame with conspiracy theories

According to a rather old, and now dull, cliché, that 
which does not kill you makes you stronger. This is 
hogwash. If you don’t believe me, take a tour of your 

local intensive care unit. Any of the patients in a condi-
tion to speak will bear me out. That which does not kill you, 

gives you a good reason to complain, or groan.
If you will pardon another worn cliché, we live in interesting times. 

Everyone complains, and those who don’t are either born stupid, are 
rich enough to get away with stupidity or aren’t trying hard enough. 

Complaints are the universal fuel that drives us, as individuals and 
a species, onwards towards whatever destiny awaits. Think about it 
this way… 

At the dawn of humanity’s sentience, Caveman Og complains there 
is not enough to eat. His consort or mate, having heard this a hundred 
times turns from poking the fi re and grunts words to the eff ect that 
perhaps Og might have less to complain about if he went out and 
slaughtered a mammoth for once.

In a modern metropolis, Yuppie Joe complains that payments on 
his luxury German sedan prevent him from eating. His managing di-
rector stops prodding an errant accountant, turns to him and grunts 
words to the eff ect that perhaps, if Yuppie Joe put in a few more hours 
overtime like the rest of the exco, his performance bonus might allevi-
ate the hunger.

With the possible exception of weather, death and taxes, a kick in 
the butt  will inevitably follow aft er a variable number of repetitions 
of the same complaint to any specifi c person. Alleviation of the com-
plaint will then depend on the ability of the person clutching his or 
her butt  to go out and solve the problem.

The problem with this truism is fi rstly it requires action and eff ort, 
and secondly the expenditure of energy may lead to success, but pos-
sibly also failure. And what if the complaint is so minor that eff ort is a 
waste of energy in the fi rst place? 

However if you have a complaint and you don’t want to take action, 
there is one approach that may avoid the inherent dangers: blame it 
on a conspiracy. 
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For instance, if you are too bone idle or not smart enough for pro-
motion, blame it on a secret cabal in your workplace who are afraid of 
allowing you to get ahead in case you show them how things should 
really be done. 

If your bank manager refuses to extend your credit beyond three 
times the value of your assets, blame it on a shadowy group of evil fi -
nancial masterminds who sacrifi ce innocent puppies on every Friday 
when the moon is full. 

In the marvelous cinematic adaptation of Mario Vargas Llosa’s ‘Aunt 
Julia and the Scriptwriter’, Peter Falk’s character Pedro the Scriptwrit-
er blames the ills of the entire world on distant and sinister Albanians. 
His reasoning is that somebody has to be blamed and that the Alba-
nians are too far away to take off ense. 

The fun aspects of a conspiracy theory are that you can’t do any-
thing about a conspiracy, nobody can disprove your theory and you 
can complain about the problem as much as you please, provided it 
isn’t so far fetched that you end up in a padded room. Discovering a 
small group of earnest, committ ed followers and a bunch of interest-
ing websites about your theory is a possible bonus. 

If you choose this route there are dangers. You may fi nd you start 
believing the conspiracy, in which case a visit to your shrink may not 
be such a bad idea. Also note that if you start stockpiling weapons and 
canned goods, whatever passes for government may well be inclined 
to begin conspiring against you in reality, so think carefully before 
buying a second assault rifl e and extra rounds. However bear in mind 
that just because you are paranoid doesn’t mean that you don’t have 
enemies.

In reality, everyone has problems that may or may not be caused by 
others, but at the end of the day, you will actually only have one per-
son to blame for the problem’s persistence, and that is yourself.
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Eurabia, the UN, lizard men and bling

If you need something to get your mind going and can’t 
face the prospect of the movie theater, a video store, or 
yet another futile att empt at a hobby, conspiracy the-

ories are the just the thing. Go to Wikipedia and type   
‘list of conspiracy theories’ in the search fi eld. There you go: 

everything from ‘Evil Aliens’ to barcodes with the number 666 secret-
ly embedded in their evil stripes. 

Did you know that a sinister Arabic cartel is trying to take over Eu-
rope? And that the continent’s new name will be ‘Eurabia’? Have fun. 
Spread the word and keep the paranoiacs awake at night. 

A gentleman by the name of David Icke believes that a group of rep-
tilian humanoids called the Brotherhood of Babylon has even grander 
schemes. They are trying to take over the world. Or could it be the 
Illuminati? The Freemasons? Or the UN? If you have any major global 
ambitions, take a number and get in line behind the sinister looking 
priests, the men with the unmarked helicopters and Bill Gates.

One of the most regular name checks for global domination is the 
so-called ‘New World Order’, or Novus Ordo Mundi, an omnibus 
conspiracy, with everything and everyone thrown in. 

However, in all the pages on this phenomenon, it is never entirely 
clear what the New World Order intends to do once it has taken over 
the world. Could it be that they have a fetish for bureaucracy?

With a list of conspirators that includes the World Bank, the World 
Health Organisation, the United Nations, Neo-Nazis, the Jews, Neo-
Conservatives from the US, The Federal Reserve, the International 
Monetary Fund, the EU, the Illuminati, Freemasons, the men with the 
black helicopters, the reptilian aliens, Bill Gates, the Arab oil-produc-
ers and Satan, the absence of consensus on goals amongst the con-
spirators in the New Worls Order seems easy enough to understand. 
They are probably still debating whether to order coff ee or tea.

There’s a further clue in their name. The words ‘World’ and ‘Order’ 
just don’t fi t together, no matt er which way you arrange them. That is 
one threat I don’t think we should fear, too much. 

To my mind, the future is a bleaker than conspiracy theorists are 
prepared to concede. Secretive helicopter pilots discouraging you 
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from staring too hard at the barcodes on their foreheads is one thing. 
‘Bling’, the conspiracy of hip hop, is something else entirely.

As far as I can make out, the conspiracy arises from a group of econ-
omists pushing for a return to the gold standard, jewelers with no 
subtlety, a bunch of failed fashion designers, the automotive industry 
and a group of record company executives. Given the upward trend 
in the price of oil, there may be something to be said for returning to 
the gold standard, but the rest of the conspirators are just plain evil. 

If these people have their way, we will be decorated with large 
amounts of poorly designed, conspicuous gold jewelry, drive million 
dollar cars with DVD players everywhere, including as hood orna-
ments, and wear bandanas and leather trousers, even in the shower. 

In terms of the ‘bling’ scheme of things, diplomacy and business will 
be conducted in garish nightclubs and hot tubs. Conversation will be 
limited to ‘Yo, homie’, ‘Yo, mama’, ‘Yo, bee-yatch’ and ‘Can you direct 
me to the nearest hot tub’. We will all live in cities, avoid nature, and 
our most deep-seated subconscious fears will be based on the possi-
bility of lint adhering to our clothing, or cows.

OK, perhaps it’s a bit of an overstatement, but who cares? 
‘Bling’ is everywhere and it smells nasty. It is writt en all over the 

future in the form of kids who are being taught that chunky gold jew-
elry, unintelligible hand gestures and communication in grunts are 
the respective hallmarks of good taste and meaningful communica-
tion. With more than two decades behind it, it shows no sign of going 
away, or even going to bed early.

Even socially conscious rappers and hip hop artists who have rec-
ognised the threat of ‘bling’, have not been able to put a dent in its 
proliferation.

Put aside the paranoia. Start practicing for the real New World Or-
der. Everybody say, “Yo!”
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Why I appreciate a hangover
and other passing thoughts

Sooner or later everyone
has to think about something.
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File ‘fl ying fi shes’ under ‘B for birds’

Files. We have some in our house, and I even know what 
papers are in some of them. My wife writes on the back 
of them, so I don’t get confused. My own personal fi l-

ing system consists of Pile A, Pile B and The Other Pile. 
And there’s normally a small but complex pile in a drawer 

somewhere. 
I’m not good at fi ling. It’s one of those ‘mental block’ things, like be-

ing able to remember the precise events that led to me being kicked 
out of kindergarten or being able to draw the shape of a mountain 
from the contour curves on a map.

But surprisingly, my fi ling system works. Two days ago, I was able 
to remember that the puppy’s vaccination papers were in The Other 
Pile, which now lives on top of the row of books on the right side of 
my desk.

You get people with a natural propensity for fi ling. They put every-
thing in the correct place, and try to keep it there with the same sort 
of passion and satisfaction of an elderly spinster arranging her collec-
tion of porcelain dogs in a two by two grid of size and pinkish hue.  
I suspect they were the sort of children who packed away their Lego 
according to the colour and the size of the blocks.

I also suspect that many of them are the sort of people who fi le 
‘whales’ under ‘fi shes’, guiltily suppressing the knowledge that whales 
don’t have gills, and that they suckle their young. I wonder where they 
put ‘fl ying fi shes’, and if they lie awake tormented at night, wrestling 
with the question of whether a bird can have scales?

 The philosophical problem I have with fi ling is that the system is 
never absolute. It is easy enough to arrange bills by date, but what if 
they are needed by size? Should the fi ling system be revised tempo-
rarily, which means resorting them aft er they have done their job by 
standing in line from biggest to smallest? Should they remain resorted 
until they are needed by date? Or should all the bits of paper be dupli-
cated so they can be fi led according to both systems?

It seems like an awful waste of time, when I could be doing some-
thing important like looking for my missing glasses, reading to my 
daughter or trying to change the world again.
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Filing systems have a terrifyingly fi xed nature. Once an item is 
‘fi led’, it takes on the aspect of the category under which it belongs. 
An electricity bill becomes just an electricity bill. It loses the connota-
tion of being, for instance, a ‘big bill’ which needs to be dealt with 
by turning off  more lights in future, or the connotation of being an 
‘unpaid bill’ until the gentleman comes to the gate telling you he is 
going to turn off  the electricity unless you get the payment sorted ‘like 
yesterday’.

Filing systems also have a way of gett ing things horribly wrong 
with upsett ing results for everyone. A childhood friend was fi led un-
der ‘dark-skinned local’, a fact that he didn’t really bother with until 
he was found using a toilet with ‘European’ writt en on the door. He 
showed his Scandinavian passport to the offi  cer, which is probably 
why he was spared the traditional beating, but like the questions of 
the whales and the fl ying fi sh it goes to show just how very dangerous 
a fi ling system can become.

The genocides that took place in the course of World War Two were 
monstrous, but the revelation of the vast yet orderly documentation 
system that fi led people into the categories of ‘Jew’, ‘Gypsy’, ‘Gay’, 
‘Disabled’ and ‘Dissenter’, then resorted each of these elements into 
the consecutive categories of concentration camps and graves, was so 
mundanely evil that it defi es comprehension.

Filing systems are unnatural. All living systems are complex, and 
grow and evolve. Filing systems are the diametric opposite. They seek 
control through limitation by application of the most narrow and stat-
ic defi nition. 

There’s a possible reason for my ‘mental block’. I know I am tardy 
and lax as far as my fi ling is concerned. But for now I am comfortable 
with my piles. If you are a fi ling junky, liberate yourself. File ‘fl ying 
fi shes’ under ‘B for birds’. 

Just remember where they are for future reference.
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Tuesdays are underrated

Valentine’s Day has just passed. If you came looking for 
some romantic gesture, you came to the wrong place. 
That moment was reserved for my wife and daughter 

as always. Anyway, I’m a guy. As far as the language of 
love is concerned I’m a dyslexic who got very, very lucky in 

romance’s spelling test. 
This year Valentine’s Day fell on a Tuesday. Although I don’t have 

a problem with Valentine’s Days, and I always remember them every 
year, Tuesdays are a major problem. About one seventh of my life has 
been lived out on Tuesdays, and for the life of me, I can only really 
remember about one of them. 

I vividly remember the Tuesday that my daughter was born. I re-
member every single moment of that day, right down to the magazines 
that I bought in the shop across the road and the very bland dough-
nuts in the hospital cafeteria that tasted like they had been made with 
low dose of artifi cial sweeteners for the sake of my health, not large 
amounts of sweet, sweet sugar my enjoyment.

I remember that before I sett led down, my pub had a happy hour 
on Tuesdays, but that didn’t make the Tuesdays more memorable. I 
remember the horrifying hangovers and the bleary eyes of myself and 
my colleagues on Wednesday mornings. I remember wishing I could 
get the taste of yesterday’s beer out of my breath, even aft er brushing 
fi ve or six times and having multiple cups of coff ee. I also remember 
wishing I could go back home, take a headache tablet and sleep. But 
that was Wednesdays, way back in those days. 

Here’s a pop quiz. Can you name a famous song with the word 
‘Tuesday’ in the title, other than ‘Ruby Tuesday’. See what I mean? As 
days of the week go, Tuesday gets the short end of the stick. 

If you are like me, Mondays will be great; full of the potential of the 
coming week. If you aren’t like me, their character will be gloomy, but 
they will have a character. Wednesdays are the middle of the week, a 
reason for many to party. Thursdays are the day before the weekend 
begins, reason for more partying. On Fridays the weekend begins and 
it is a day associated with hedonism. Saturdays are for your own ac-
tivities, shopping and longer social get-togethers, assuming you went 
to bed before dawn on Saturday. Sundays are a day for families and 
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relaxation. 
Where does this leave Tuesday?
Tuesdays come across as a void. From the work point of view, I 

know that Tuesdays are the day when professionals are most likely 
to open e-mails on professional topics. That says everything about the 
quality of Tuesday as a working day. It’s also a day so devoid of char-
acter that at least one bar-owner decided to give it some oomph with 
half-price beers.

Personally I think Tuesdays are ripe for reform. Perhaps we could all 
get together and declare Tuesday ‘Come to Work in Your Underwear 
or Pay a Huge Amount to Charity Day’. That should make Tuesdays 
a bit more memorable, especially those towards the end of the month 
when the money gets a bit tight. 

Maybe we could insist on a universal press policy that biases news 
coverage on Tuesdays towards good news, those funny stories that 
involve strange people in embarrassing situations and really bright, 
cheerful horoscopes full of love and success. That would mean that 
politicians and their spin doctors would have to stay home on Mon-
days, and it might have major ramifi cations for global peace. At the 
very least, invasions would not be possible on Mondays.

At least one in seven birthdays falls on a Tuesday, so perhaps there 
is something there as well. In future I will ask for something outra-
geously expensive or memorably ridiculous when my birthday is on 
a Tuesday.

And perhaps I could postpone all major, life-altering decisions until 
Tuesdays. It might help with my occasional, hot-headed impulsive-
ness.

But perhaps I am being a bit unkind towards Tuesdays. This Val-
entine’s Day, I gave my daughter a bunch of fl owers, her fi rst for the 
occasion. Her smile and happiness were wonderful, a memory that I 
will be able to treasure. 

Even so… Tuesdays need to pull up their socks a bit. 
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Say no to chewing gum

Things were diff erent when last I was at school, which is 
quite a long, long time ago. For instance, we didn’t have 
shooting, unless it was a formal extra-curricular activity 

in which we shot at cardboard targets, even though we 
may have wanted to harm teachers and fellow students.

There were other sins and ‘things that were frowned upon’, how-
ever. Smoking was a defi nite no-no, especially in the junior grades, 
when playing with matches was a dangerous thing. Other sins on the 
list included drinking, looking up girls skirts, not doing homework, 
failing tests, having long hair, not shining shoes and generally looking 
sloppy and unwashed. 

Vandalising the headmaster’s offi  ce was defi nitely out, even if it was 
a well-intentioned pre-primary redecoration eff ort using wood glue 
and newspaper.

Yet the sins that stand out most clearly in my mind were those im-
pressed upon us in our fi rst years at ‘big school’, by our terrifyingly 
tall headmaster, ‘Atom Bomb Atkins’: slouching with one leg crossed 
over the other, having hands in pockets, responding with ‘hey’ to any-
thing and chewing gum. None of these are things that I can do with 
any degree of comfort.

To this day, whenever someone says ‘hey’ at me, the image springs 
to mind of Mr. Atkins politely asking some terrifi ed kid if he thought 
that the mighty headmaster could possibly, in any way, be related to a 
donkey? Such is the power of the lessons learned in early years.

Although these meager sins superfi cially don’t appear to amount to 
much, one still stands out to me as supremely heinous: chewing gum, 
or ‘chewing the cud’, as the Atom Bomb put it.

To my mind, there are things that set people apart from one another: 
painting a house virulent pink, laughing at one’s own jokes, voting 
without thinking and consciously choosing not to read. Yet by far the 
most demeaning thing to dignity is chewing gum.

I remember a cruel headmaster once saying to some kid, “If you 
don’t have anything intelligent to say, keep your mouth shut.” It may 
have worked: the kid became an author to the best of my knowledge. 
But the kid was probably smarter than the headmaster, even then.
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Perhaps this will work… “If you don’t have a thought in your head, 
don’t try to compensate by chewing gum.” I hope that helps. But as I 
write this I see the vacant eyes of people chewing gum, and doubt that 
this column will be on their reading list. 

Cruel as it may seem, there are reasons to exclude people who chew 
gum. For a start, they are unemployable. There is nothing as unap-
pealing as talking to someone on the phone, who does not have the 
decency to remove the nasty bit of resin from his or her mouth. The 
noise is repulsive. Nor is it appealing to look into the mouth of some-
one chewing gum, while trying to get a request across.

By the same token, why include someone in a social circle who is 
more interested in masticating than talking? There are appropriate 
moments for the combination of mastication and friendship: dinner 
parties for instance. Gum does not qualify as good food, nor does it sit 
well with white or red wine.

And then there is the issue of health: where does the gum go to 
when it loses its fl avour? In my experience, it usually appears under 
someone’s shoe. Or it lurks around a piece of furniture waiting to be-
come a nasty surprise.

In spite of the fact that dreadful movies are made about arbitrary use 
of the death penalty in Malaysia, there must be some vestige of civili-
zation there: Singapore has banned chewing gum. Good for them!

Is not chewing gum, really so important? I suppose so. The points of 
the lesson as I sit and analyze them are to eat only in hygienic condi-
tions, to eat silently and to keep your mouth shut while eating. And 
there is also the litt le matt er of being respectful to others. 

The small lessons we learn in our terrifi ed youth defi ne us as in-
dividuals, and groups of individuals form civilizations. Don’t chew 
gum. Oh, and please don’t wear a hat indoors either.
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Why I appreciate a hangover

Last night was great. It involved a friend, a meandering 
conversation and a bunch of beers in a place not quite 
dark and smoky enough to qualify as a good pub, but 

with just enough honesty and wood to escape the awful 
designation of ‘alcohol boutique’. 

I hate the new style of watering hole. Neon lights, brightly coloured 
cocktails and the plumage of the young arouse in me various negative 
emotions but mainly the urge to fl ee before I begin feeling my age. 

The place I visited last night has no television or jukebox. It is utili-
tarian: for eating, drinking and conversation only. If it were a couple 
of blocks from my home, I would categorize it as worthy of visiting at 
least one night a week.

Today, however, I have paid. This morning was marked by a certain 
light-headedness. Gradually it progressed to one of those pounding 
headaches. Shortly aft er lunch, my eyeballs started aching. 

There is always a point at which you should stop drinking. Usually 
this point is only established in hindsight, and no, it wasn’t 20/20 this 
morning: it was somewhat blurry.

It has been a while since I had a decent hangover. On a scale of one 
to ten, I would rate today’s as about a four. I was still able to work, and 
I can still remember everything that was said in all the very long meet-
ings, even if they were conducted in a tempo beaten out by hammers 
in the back of my head.

What’s a ten? That’s the one when you wake up, notice the sun is on 
the wrong side of the horizon, go back to bed realizing the futility of 
making any excuses, and postpone the hangover until another night 
has passed. I have only ever had one of those. It was an education in 
how bad the ‘worst case scenario’ really could be. 

Nowadays my hangovers are rare. It’s a side eff ect of parenting and 
responsibility. A hangover is a waste of productive time. But it was 
diff erent a few years ago.

The beauty of a hangover when you are young, and obviously dumb, 
is that it is a conversation with last night, or even the night before last, 
in the case of a ten on the hangover scale. It’s a bit of a one-sided con-
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versation, conducted mainly by the hangover, but it tells you so much, 
and in such clear terms.

A hangover tells you that you are a man, or at least strong if you 
want to take the non-sexist approach, and that whining is not only un-
becoming, but also completely futile. It also tells you that a headache 
tablet is only a partial solution.

It reminds you that you had an amazing party, at least in the hazy 
way that you remember it. It also points out that you can go out and do 
it all again tonight, and the hangover will go away for the evening.

And in certain circumstances, it even makes the standard crises and 
situations seem quite manageable, at least in comparison to the unre-
lenting throbbing behind your eyeballs and that particularly painful 
spot at the back of your head.

But age, wisdom and responsibility have a way of creeping up. And 
aft er a while, the yardstick for your parties becomes nothing more 
than a painful nuisance. The conversations with your buddies com-
paring the scale of hangovers become tinged with an ugly inevita-
bility. Been there. Done that. Got the alcohol stained t-shirt and the 
matching pair of red eyes.

I have a strange appreciation of my hangovers nowadays. They re-
mind me that there is excess, even though it has been years since I was 
excessive. They also remind me of the preciousness of a clear head as 
I try to take control of my mind again, the morning aft er.

So in the end, hangovers teach you something other than macho 
powers of survival. They teach you not to overdo it, or at least only on 
certain occasions that have some particular merit to them, for instance 
a rare moment of freedom from too much responsibility and the op-
portunity to let your hair down and raise a few mugs of convivial beer 
with a friend.

Hangovers are unfairly maligned. There is plenty to be said for 
moderation, but only a really strong hangover can show you the wis-
dom behind the words.   
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That which does not kill us makes us think

I did something to my hand a couple of nights ago. Judg-
ing by the location of the pain, I must have stretched 
out and knocked the nerve or tendon on the top of my 

hand. It was probably the corner of the bedside table that 
got in the way. Judging by the pain, I am glad I was asleep 

when it happened. 
I am very att ached to that hand, and not just by bone, skin, muscle 

and sinew. It is the hand with which I write. It is also the hand with 
which I operate the mouse. It is a very important and precious hand. 
There are parts of my body I can imagine doing without, but my hand, 
like my left  eye and both my ears, doesn’t feature on the list.

Fortunately, it is back to some semblance of normality now, and I 
can write this a bit faster than the two words per minute I was pecking 
out earlier, and without wincing. 

There are a lot of things I take for granted, and obviously my hand 
is one of them. I though of giving it a reward, but can’t fi gure out what 
sort of a special treat you give to a hand. 

I don’t like gloves, a manicure feels wrong, and given the amount 
of pain that my hand and I have just survived, a tatt oo is entirely out 
of the question.

Apparently, that which does not kill us makes us stronger. My hand 
is defi nitely not stronger yet. In fact, I still can’t open a sealed bott le. 
But it has made me smarter. I know I have another limitation.

It seems to me that we live in a haze, without knowing ourselves. 
We travel through life looking neither left  or right, nor backwards or 
forwards. Only when we are deprived of something or something 
incredible happens do we actually shake of our torpor and begin to 
question and evaluate. And then, aft er a while, the sensation fades 
and we sett le back into our comfortable ruts.

I have no problem with a rut. It’s the things that pass me by that are 
troublesome. Hindsight may be twenty-twenty. That doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that it’s the sort of scene you want to look back upon and 
admire.

I am reminded of the story an acquaintance told me, of his father 
and a friend who went to a casino to gamble. At a certain point, the 
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machine on which they were sharing their coins started fl ashing and 
making strange noises. 

Fearing that they had done something wrong and would be accused 
of fraud, they left  the casino in a hurry. Later on they found out that 
the noises and fl ashing lights would have made them millionaires if 
they had stayed a bit longer.

Ambition, anger, relaxed complacency; all of these things submerge 
us. And wrapped up in our emotional blankets, it is hard to make 
out what we are really seeing and feeling. Anything that disturbs the 
blanket is seen as a threat, not an opportunity.

But a good life is made of opportunities, not of threats, even if the 
opportunity is only to learn to open a can of dog food with one hand. 
How is opening a can of dog food with one hand an opportunity? It 
showed me that there was yet another thing I could do, that I never 
thought possible. I felt good when I managed to get it open, albeit 
slightly bett er aft er a hand full of aspirins for the pain.

A small thing like a sore hand may seem trivial, compared to the 
challenges faced by people with greater, more permanent disabilities, 
but it was a big thing to me. In fact, in a sudden fi t of tactlessness and 
stupidity, I am even considering a self-help book based on the idea 
that hitt ing the top of your hand with a hammer may be a path to self 
enlightenment and greater spirituality. Perhaps not.

Instead, sit back and try to fi gure what sort of an automaton you 
have become. Try and look at yourself through the eyes of others, and 
through the eyes of the younger person that you might once have been. 
Did your ideals and ambitions materialize? What are the programmes 
and routines that command you? Then go out and drink too much.

There is a lot to be learned from not being yourself. It’s just a ques-
tion of choosing how to fi nd out.  



114

Why I appreciate a hangover and other passing thoughts

The importance of loud noises

There is a wonderful story that does the rounds of the 
tourism industry. Apparently a mischievous tour guide 
takes a bus full of Japanese into the desert and drops 

them off  one by one at safe intervals. Of course at no time 
can they not see one-another, however the upshot is that, at 

the end of the experiment, on the verge of nervous breakdown, they 
huddle up to one another for safety.

I visit the desert on the odd occasion. It’s a big place and it can be 
particularly intimidating if you can’t see a way out or anyone else. 
Looking at it from the Japanese viewpoint, you can see more fears 
emerge: no crowds, no routines and particularly no noise.

The desert is an incredibly silent place. There are none of the small 
noises that texture even a wooded place: the snapping of a twig, the 
twitt ering of small animals and the wind blowing through the trees. 
The only signifi cant noises are your breathing and the sound of the 
thoughts in your head.

Even in the quiet hours of an early Sunday morning, the smallest 
town has its sounds: distant cars, dogs and neighbours arguing over 
the proper time to start up the mower. Perhaps the closest most of us 
come to real silence is a power-outage, but then there are still cars, 
dogs and possibly the happy cries of looters discovering the joys of 
free TV sets and Play Stations.

Noise, or even the suspenseful absence of noise, is the soundtrack 
of life. And like any good soundtrack, noise tells us what to expect 
without giving away too much. For instance, in my household, if my 
daughter stops natt ering at me and goes silent, I know that trouble is 
on its way. If she suddenly starts wailing I know that trouble has ar-
rived. Under these circumstances, a sudden splashing from the wash-
ing machine tells me she has moved the outlet hose or opened the 
door mid cycle and that I will probably spend the next half an hour 
enjoying quality time with a mop. 

The same approach can be observed and held true in every facet of 
present-day life. Noise predicts the orderly passing of life in much the 
same way church bells toll the hours. Noise also tells of situations that 
threaten the order of things and that need to be set right. For example, 
a suffi  ciently loud bang and a scream predict a siren.
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Deaf people fi nd ways to live without sound. For the rest of us, life 
without the texture of noise would be very diffi  cult. We would have 
to divide our concentration and open our eyes to the world around us 
for a start. 

But perhaps the most interesting aspect would be that, without 
noise, we would have to actually listen to the thoughts in our heads. 
The desert, with its absence of noise, is proof of this idea. People who 
spend any time there come back oddly silent and sometimes a whole 
lot stranger. 

People have gone to great lengths to develop and protect the texture 
of noise that drowns out the din of thoughts in their heads. Music is 
the best example of this. Teenagers, who are known to rely on their 
primitive brain stems for forming any type of opinion, would be at 
a complete loss if not for the raucous blare of the speaker systems in 
their bedrooms and in nightclubs. Older people, emerging from con-
certs of the classical genres, a Rolling Stones concert for instance, are 
also marked by certain aspects of euphoria and relaxation.

Small talk is the ritual noise of social interaction. It prevents us 
from gett ing too deep and meaningful on occasions when solving the 
world’s problems or proposing marriage based on immediate sexual 
att raction would be inappropriate. Diplomacy, the small talk of global 
relationships, prevents politicians from paying to much att ention to 
the voices in their heads that urge them to press the red butt on labeled 
‘That’s all, folks’.

Without noise, the world might be a very diff erent place. 
The next time someone says he or she is going off  in search of a 

‘bit of peace and quiet’, turn up the music and start talking to them 
loudly: the future of life as we know it could depend on you.
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Password angst on the information superhighway

My computer started misbehaving yesterday, in a really 
nasty way. Fortunately, there is another computer, and I 
have been able to carry on writing, so all is well, except 

for the fact that I haven’t had enough sleep: soft ware in-
stallation and formatt ing takes about forever, especially as 

the late night hours drag on. 
I will give my old computer a format, to remind it who is actually in 

charge, and then reinstall everything from scratch. More time wasted. 
Weekend work.

The worst fear was a virus. The problem started with strange be-
haviour on the part of my virus scanner, in fact a refusal to update. 
Obviously if your virus soft ware doesn’t work, you are in danger and 
you need to think about hitt ing the off  butt on. 

I tried to uninstall the virus checker, but it clung to the system like 
chewing gum in wet dog hair on a hot day. I then switched to the 
system uninstall, which worked OK. Unfortunately, when I tried to 
reinstall the soft ware, it behaved in the same way, but added a cancel-
lation of my virus soft ware to the message that I was unprotected.

The virus soft ware support people directed me to download a wid-
get that would analyse my system and give them a clear indication of 
where the problem was. I installed the widget, sent the resulting fi le 
back and found that my web browser no longer worked. They haven’t 
gott en back to me yet. 

Losing a browser is like discovering that the ship is on fi re, the cap-
tain is a drunk, the life rings are made of lead and the rats are walking 
in orderly queues towards the lifeboat: immediate response... aban-
don ship, which is what I did. 

Of course the complication, aside from the reinstallation on the oth-
er computer, was that I have approximately 15 passwords, minimum, 
excluding the two e-mail addresses which I no longer use. The new 
computer has three. This brings the minimum total to 18. When my 
old computer gets sorted it will have at least two passwords which 
will increase the total to 20. Excluding the other two. And lest I forget, 
the virus checker also has a password, so that brings the total to 21 or 
23. No kidding.
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It all boils down to the fact that the protection that I need to survive 
with computers is beginning to bog me down to the point where I 
wonder whether it really is worth it. 

In real life, there are dangerous neighbourhoods, but these can be 
avoided by walking around them. On the web, the dangerous neigh-
bourhoods come to you. 

You don’t have to surf porn, download cracks and illicit movies, or 
click on the links in Viagra mails. All you have to do is receive mails 
from friends with strange or funny att achments, get stuff  off  disks or 
insert memory sticks. Your fi le-swap friend might be a fundamental-
ist priest or the sort of person who has to think how to turn on the 
computer, but no matt er how innocuous the person, that exchange 
of information becomes dangerous. Friends of friends of friends, you 
know...

Who are the people who are trying to get to me, or at least my com-
puter. Obviously there are the people who think that I have credit 
card details on my computer. No luck for them. Then there are the 
people who are damaged enough to want to wreak their vengeance on 
the world by deleting everybody’s fi les, mine included, even though 
they don’t know you or I.

And there are the people who want to use my e-mail address to 
send Viagra mails. Have you ever seen your e-mail address on a Via-
gra mail? In cyberspace, it’s called spoofi ng. In the real world, it is 
called embarrassing.

21 or 23 passwords and counting...
The obvious solution is to get one of those bits of soft ware that stores 

all your passwords, but what if the drive, on which that soft ware is 
stored, crashes?

The next obvious solution is to get Linux, but I don’t have the time 
to spend a couple of months gett ing the computer right, or learning 
all the diff erent soft ware. Or perhaps I am not yet desperate enough 
to take that step. 

Computers... seems like there’s no way out. At least not yet. 
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Learning the lessons of life from urban legends

No doubt you know the story already. This guy and that 
girl, looking for a bit of privacy, head out into the bush, 
park on a deserted spot and get down to business. They 

turn on the music to set the scene but the tune is inter-
rupted by a breathless newsfl ash. The announcer warns that 

a murderous lunatic with a hook instead of a hand has escaped from 
the local nuthatch. It’s an instant passion killer and the girl insists on 
heading back home.

When they arrive, the girl gets out of the car in the warm, safe lights 
of her parents’ porch. They are about to kiss goodnight when the 
young lady goes into hysterics. The guy protests that he only wanted 
to kiss her, but she points back to the car. There, hanging on the door 
of the love-mobile is a bloodied hook, presumably ripped from the 
arm of the lunatic as the car pulled off . 

I know it’s true. I heard it from the cousin of a friend of my aunt who 
heard it from a policeman who knew a guy who saw the evidence 
bag.

Urban legends are wonderful creatures. They travel from mouth to 
mouth and head to head, carrying with them more conviction than a 
kid waiting for Father Christmas to make his appearance. 

Once upon a time, just a couple of centuries ago, urban legends 
were known as old wives tales or fairy stories. Those were the ones 
about the litt le girls wearing red hoods, who fell prey to dissembling 
wolves in the forest, or girls who accepted juicy red apples from sweet 
old ladies.

They are still very much around. Nowadays we get the e-mails about 
the dying kids who want postcards to fulfi ll their last, sad wishes, vi-
cious viruses that will cause your computer to explode and free boxes 
of champagne or wads of freshly minted dollars, just by sending an 
e-mail onwards to thirty people within ten minutes of receiving it.

These stories are linked by two factors: an element of learning and 
an unfl inching belief. Whether the purpose is to tell you not go neck-
ing in the woods where your parents can’t see you, or to instruct you 
to experience a moment of sentimental spirituality by sending a post-
card to a dying kid, you stop and listen, if only for a moment. 
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As for the truth of the stories, well they always come from someone 
credible who heard it from someone else who is credible.

There is a secret river of stories. We stand by its half-glimpsed bank, 
and occasionally drink from its contents. Where it leads, we will never 
know: if we followed it for a lifetime we would not reach its end. And 
even if we discovered its mouth, like someone standing on the shores 
of a great ocean, we would not be able to comprehend the vast result 
in its entirety. 

But perhaps the most important culmination of that river’s journey 
is not an ocean of beliefs, so much as the minds and lives of those who 
drink from it. Gett ing hacked up by some twisted freak in Lover’s 
Lane is not a great prospect, nor is an unplanned child as a result of 
the illicit tryst. 

Somewhere, in the recesses of the mind, hidden below the press-
ing imperatives of eating, sleeping, reproducing, staying warm, safe 
and dry, there is another urge: to ensure that our off spring and those 
whom we value have the wits to stay alive and improve themselves.

The secret river, the stream of knowledge in the fairy tales, urban 
legends, old wives’ tales, campfi re stories and e-mails, contains truths 
that we cannot ignore. Hidden amongst the lurid endings, there are 
deeper yet less complex messages.

As important as our physical needs, the secret river that fl ows from 
head to head, and from lifetime to lifetime, is a template of knowl-
edge that guarantees humanity’s survival and prosperity, in spite of 
its baser, more stupid instincts.

I have to stop writing now. I hear that burglars leave strategically 
placed items of litt er on the pavement to identify which houses to 
visit. I saw a sweet wrapper lying on my pavement this morning. Al-
though I am normally fastidious about litt er, I want to make sure that 
the pavement is extra clean.
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Secret history: the stuff  they don’t teach you at school

The problem with history, as we know it, is that it is the 
same old story again and again. It has a horrid resem-
blance to Heraclitus’ maxim, “You can’t cross the same 

river twice”. In other words, the river may always be 
there, but the water that fl ows down the river today is not 

the same water that fl owed down the river yesterday, and the river 
might have changed shape, albeit very slightly and bearing in mind 
the possibility of heavy rains in the highlands with subsequent fl ood-
ing in the lowlands. 

History is prett y much the same. War follows confl ict follows war, 
in an uninterrupted stream of dubious cause and gruesome eff ect. 
And let’s face it… History wouldn’t be all that interesting if it were 
an uninterrupted stream of diplomacy. Guns or swords are the things 
that most heroes hold in their hands, and the stuff  of the most viscer-
ally exciting stories. 

Am I justifi ed in saying this? With due deference to at least one of 
my friends who is an avid follower of history, if humanity persistently 
refuses to learn the lessons of the past, it has to be the adventure sto-
ries that keep the fi eld going. There is no other rational explanation of 
which I can think.

But amongst all the tedium of startlingly similar causes and eff ects, 
distinguished only by the names of nations and whatever people they 
accept as their leadership, there is a secret side to history that fasci-
nates me.

History has a tendency to concentrate on large numbers of people: 
the more involved, the more worthy the occasion for inclusion in the 
annals of the years. But the root causes of history can always be traced 
back to individuals. 

Ideas aren’t arrived at simultaneously by committ ee members. Each 
idea begins in the head of an individual, and there is always one com-
mitt ee member who is slower on the uptake than the others. Then 
there is the small matt er of arriving at resolution.

Nor are emotions entirely collective. It takes one person to experi-
ence an emotion and communicate his or her feelings, before the emo-
tion is recognised and begins to spread. For instance, the distorted 
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mind of some twisted conspiracy theorist may blame all the woes of 
the world on left -handed people, but will require a lot of public rant-
ing before southpaws need begin to fear the threat of genocide.

And only if that one individual comes to be associated with the idea 
and the emotion, and only if the numbers are large enough and the re-
sults interesting enough, will the individual enter the history books. 

Hitler, Pol Pot, Osama Bin Laden and others, have all earned their 
places with large-scale bloodshed and mayhem. But what of all the 
other individuals who made noteworthy contributions? 

Earl Tupper invented Tupperware, but is not noted for the toehold 
that Tupperware parties gave to women in the economy post World 
War Two, and the subsequent empowerment of women. 

Malcolm McLaren almost single-handedly gave rise to punk, but is 
not noted for its impact on Richard Branson’s cash fl ow at the time, 
and the subsequent impact on business styles, nor punk’s infl uence on 
political and social att itudes and activism. 

Nor are Brian de Palma and Oliver Stone credited for the fi lm Scar-
face, and the subsequent rise of ‘bling’, the ostentatious wealth-based 
culture of the hip hop and the inner city.

“Big trees from litt le acorns grow,” as Tolkein noted. But history 
doesn’t look too deep and, more oft en than not, a large and very sig-
nifi cant part remains unconsidered, or is completely ignored. Tupper-
ware, punks and ‘gangsta’ movies aren’t the sort of phenomena that 
make for great academic careers or even the briefest of footnotes.

Perhaps it’s a matt er of hindsight though. Perhaps aft er a couple of 
hundred years, people will look back and marvel at the impact of Tup-
perware, or the evil wrought by Scarface. But probably not. History, as 
a fi eld, is myopic and the only events that are recognised are the ones 
that are big enough to be seen through the haze. And does it matt er, if 
we never learn anyway?
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Being Namibian

Land of the brave. Land of the wide open spaces.
Land of many diff erent sausages.
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Spring in midsummer

It’s hot again. No sign of rain. There’s a white haze ev-
erywhere: signs of the power station in operation, wind, 
dust, cooking fi res and cars. No doubt there are some 

tourists who are happy with the heat. For my part, bring 
back the cold or bring on the rain. 

My daughter is happy that it is ‘spring’. The teacher told her it was 
spring because it was the fi rst of September today. They had a small 
festivity cum activity involving pott ed plants. 

I tried to explain to her the concept of the seasons in Namibia. First 
it is cold. This is winter, but there is no snow or rain, except once in a 
blue moon in the deep southern desert. This amazes the tourists once 
they manage to stop shivering. 

The plants decide it is autumn and shed their leaves for about two 
weeks in late winter, or depending on whether Daddy remembers to 
water the plants or not. During winter, the sky is deep blue and clear.

All of a sudden it gets hot. Spring lasts for about a whole day. You 
know it is spring because it is cold one day, and hot the next. We call 
it ‘spring’ because summer ‘springs’ a surprise on us.

When summer arrives we begin to count the clouds starting, from 
the small one on the bott om left  of the horizon. In summer we stay out 
of the sun for our own safety. 

Soon, hopefully, we have the small rainy season, followed by the big 
rainy season.  Aft er that the plants go green.

And then it gets cold again, and we go out in the sun from time to 
time, but not oft en because it is too cold. Regardless of the season, we 
always wear suntan lotion, especially when it is cloudy and the sun 
burns us worst of all. 

She doesn’t buy it. She has been trained to spring, summer, winter 
and autumn by teachers who don’t believe the evidence in front of 
their eyes. 

She was also taught that when you draw girls, you draw a triangle 
for the skirt. Once again, it is a case of teachers not processing and as-
similating evidence.

Teachers should learn as well. 
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We are fortunate. We have her in what we believe is the best possible 
school. Perhaps the problem is the books she reads, and the TV shows 
she watches.

Here’s another way of looking at it: the northern hemisphere is diff er-
ent from the southern hemisphere. Because the northern hemisphere 
produces more media, everything is biased towards the standards of 
the northern hemisphere, even teachers.

The idea that north should be ‘at the top’ is so entrenched, that when 
the Apollo 17 took a photo of the earth, it was upended to make it look 
right. 

The phenomenon of north being regarded as ‘up’ was established by 
Ptolemy. During his time, most of the known world was centred in the 
top right quadrant of the map. It was convenient to draw maps with 
that bias and became habit for everyone, so north became ‘the top’ 
and also, coincidentally, the vicinity of any signifi cant sett lement, that 
possesses more than one fast food joint and a tatt oo artist, is known 
as ‘uptown’. 

The Australians, being somewhere between bloody minded and ex-
tremely humorous, produced a map showing the globe from the per-
spective of the southern hemisphere, with north at the bott om. They 
were probably tired of being referred to as ‘Down Under’. It’s called 
the ‘South Up’ map. 

Today the ‘South Up’ map is sold as a souvenir to tourists, but inter-
estingly, it is also used in teaching the skill of critical thinking. So, if 
you want to appear enlightened, intelligent and interesting, refuse to 
refer to north as ‘up’. If someone really has to ask, just point and say 
‘thataway’.

It’s interesting to note that most of the human race lives in the north-
ern hemisphere. Yet in spite of crowding and pollution, they still look 
‘down’ on much of the southern hemisphere for its poverty or the fact 
that people were transported there for criminal acts. 

Actually they should stop thinking that way and consider the fact 
that we have room to move and boundless potential for improve-
ment.

Is any of this important? Yes. It kept me off  the topic of retail bank-
ing and fi nancial services. There are some emotions that are too dark 
to be explored, even for me.
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Crime prevention is a community event

All over the world people are complaining about crime, 
and with good reason. It’s basically a free-for- all. Mor-
als have been abandoned by more than just a few. The 

question of ‘is it right’, or ‘is it wrong’ is entirely aca-
demic. In practice, committ ing a crime is driven by the as-

sessment of the cost: can I get past the security and get everything out 
in the hour or two before the police arrive, if at all?

The example of more ci9vilised countries proves that crime does 
pay.  There is a cost and a return. The diff erential determines the value 
of the crime. Depending on economic status, a value is assigned by the 
criminal to the act. If you have nothing other than poverty or unful-
fi lled ambition, the money versus the very slender prospect of police 
response, can be a very att ractive opportunity.

The World Cup is around the corner and, as far as I see it, most 
South Africans are looking forward to it. No doubt, they are all plan-
ning to stay home and let some other people att ract the att ention of 
the thugs, muggers. 

Criminals are probably beginning to wonder how to say ‘give me 
everything you have’ in Spanish, French and German. Maybe they 
don’t have to. Maybe a pointed gun will be enough.

There has been talk about bringing the army out, to take the heat off  
the police who are not coping with the armoured car robberies. How 
this will put a damper on the glee of the hoods as the fi rst of the 2010 
visitor arrive, is a mystery. Perhaps at least they will be able to draw 
enough cash to keep the criminals in business.

The South African police take the blame, but it is probably not justi-
fi ed. 

A while ago, while I was in the Cape, we saw a shooting. Being na-
ïve Namibians, we reported it to the police. They had an armoured, so 
we said yes when they asked us to come along and show them where. 
We were not so pleased when they bundled us into a mini bus, put on 
their bullet proof vests and told us to get on the fl oor if the shooting 
started.

There was no sign of the thing when we got there. But I can say I 
have seen somebody shot.



127

Being Namibian

The fact is that the South African police are outnumbered. And even 
if they were paid vast amounts of money, nobody with half a brain 
would want to walk into the middle of OK Corale. 

Here in Namibia, we have it good. Really, really good.
In my neighbourhood, crime prevention is a community event. There 

is the old guy across the road who has been known to shoot. There 
are all the people who are at home during the day. Even the youth 
feel able to join in. When someone tried to molest a young woman, 
a group of school kids from up the road took matt ers into their own 
hand, and molested the hoodlum right back. There was a burglary a 
year ago. The kid got caught. That’s it. And if there are problems, the 
city police show up quickly.

When strange looking people walk up and down the road, looking 
into houses, people walk out and look right back at them. There are 
outbreaks of att empted crime from time to time, but then somebody 
comes out shooting a couple of nights in a row, and we don’t hear 
from the crooks anymore.  The thing is, it is a neighbourhood, unlike 
some of the wealthier areas where people build high walls, but never 
see their neighbours and, somehow, get robbed more oft en.

There are other aspects that are heartening. Security guards, mostly, 
do their jobs. In one shopping centre, I had the wonderful experience 
of them coming out to put a stop to a light-fi ngered refugee from the 
backwoods who wanted to take violent exception when it was pointed 
out that his sticky fi ngers tried to deprive us of a couple of tins of tuna. 
And there was the guard who just a few days ago pointed out that I 
had dropped my wallet at an ATM.

Everyone in Namibia has some or other complaint. Buildings go up 
and are condemned for being a blot on the landscape or liable to fall 
down in a year or two. Even new traffi  c lights are seen as a threat to 
safety. I understand them: sometimes life is so good that you have to 
complain to relieve the boredom.

I am glad to live in Namibia. It is not a matt er of naïve optimism, or 
another way to belabour the point that I love my country. It’s a simple 
calculation. Safety here means crime rarely pays. 
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Our sausages prove we are civilised

The French have a thing about cheese. De Gaulle made 
a comment about it being diffi  cult to govern a country 
with so many cheeses, one of those backhanded com-

ments that is half insult, but is actually a fl imsily veiled, 
self-serving compliment.

Personally, I think the comment speaks more about bravery. The 
French have to eat those cheeses. People who have enough pluck to 
swallow those terrifying bits, have to be brave enough to launch the 
sort of civil disobedience that the French are so good at, and hence 
verge on ungovernable. Perhaps their version of passionate, spur-of-
the-moment romance involves a fair amount of Listerine. 

Anyone who has experienced for the fi rst time some of the more 
exotic French varieties will know what I mean. Once upon a time, one 
of my bosses brought a selection of cheeses from France. Obviously 
they didn’t go down at home. They went down in the courtyard of the 
agency, but that was just a show of macho bravura. Studio people are 
like that. Keep them away from the bott les of exotic liquors that come 
with polite warnings. It’s not bravery: it’s just the challenge, the same 
way Everest was there for Hillary. 

The cheeses I fi nd in the supermarkets are not particularly French. 
They lack variety and even fl avour. The cheddar is crumbly and in-
sipid. The Gouda doesn’t have enough fl avour to pass as a fake Moz-
zarella. The Mozzarella has the fl avour of milk, though this is being 
kind. The Camembert is inevitably so young and hard that you can’t 
even bounce it on the kitchen counter. The blue variants? I don’t have 
the courage to pretend to be French. 

Luckily, here in Namibia, we have sausages. I like sausagesand, in 
my estimation, we must have more types of sausage than the French. 
Hah! We have civilisation as well, and we are governable! 

Whenever I think about trying to place Namibia on the scale of 
civilisation, my mind inevitably turns to sausages. Any nation that 
can produce so many varieties must have something good going for it. 
I think even the ‘German Germans’, the ones who actually come from 
Germany, would probably have to be respectful when faced with the 
sausage selection of a decent Namibian butcher or deli.
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Then we have ‘boerewors’. I know that boerewors is available in 
some of the more esoteric overseas butcheries and on farmers mar-
kets, but there is no way that the variety could compare to what we 
have here. Namibia is a wonderful polyglot. Every single farm has its 
own variant of this spicy sausage. 

If you are not Namibian, let me give you another hint. ‘Bangers’, 
your common or garden pork sausages, just don’t make the grade. 

And if you are from the USA, yes, we do have ‘frankfurters’, and 
we also have ‘viennas’, ‘footlong viennas’, ‘russians’, ‘smokies’, ‘de-
breziners’, ‘chourico’, ‘red Americans’, ‘bockwurst’, ‘weisswurst’, 
‘bratwurst’ and even ‘show bratwurst’ in late September.

Let me interrupt this riff  with a moment of humility. There are some 
‘viennas’ out there that taste as if they are made from parts of the pig 
that are bett er left  unnamed. I can’t blame it on the credit crisis: the 
‘viennas’ started going downhill a couple of years ago. 

The taste is likely due to ‘Western’ production methods: the lin-
gering aft ertaste of axle grease is probably the residue of the sort of 
machine that is touted as ‘civilisation’. And even these nasty tasting 
things serve their purpose by reminding us of the fact that there is 
something bett er out there that we shouldn’t take forgranted.

Obviously we have something going for us. I’m not living the Amer-
ican Dream, or any other kind of fantasy. I live in a place where kids 
can still walk to the shop to buy a sweet, and communities are small 
enough to notice when something looks wrong. I don’t see much litt er 
either, or smog. And a traffi  c jam is four cars backed up and hooting 
like demented owls  for a taxi drop-off  in a slipway. 

Sausages are just another proof that Namibia is a really civilised 
place to be. 




