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Homes  
Research, re-measure – and don’t rush: how to avoid a kitchen extension nightmare
Absent builders, dodgy contractors, endless delays – our renovation project quickly went off the rails. These are some hard-won lessons
Ellen Himelfarb  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.00 EST



The kitchen extension with its ‘dream island’ was a testing experience for the author. Photograph: Anna Stathaki/The Guardian
To know me is to know my kitchen. For the past three years, ever since my husband and I decided to renovate, it has consumed about 90% of my brain. By autumn 2020, we had lived with our two daughters for 12 years with a small, shabby Ikea kitchen, installed long before we’d bought our London terrace home. The standard solution to the storage, countertop and dine-in deficits of Victorian living seemed to be the ubiquitous side-return extension. We thought this could be easily accomplished, even if our real goal was to crank up the style factor a few notches.
I had long fantasised about integrated appliances, miles of island and a “gadget garage”; and about revamping our poky concrete garden so the indoors flowed out seamlessly through glass. We spotted a vaulted glass extension through the window of a nearby home and interviewed the architects, a young practice I had read about in design blogs. We signed off on a glassy addition and waited as planners rejected every iteration.
The assurances of our mostly awol builders became less emphatic. A month later they walked off the job
The architects slowly lost interest, it seemed, as they toned
down all the special flourishes and took the winning scheme to half a dozen builders, who were booked up for years. That’s when we asked around for recommendations and found a building team every neighbour seemed to rate.
The contractor told us everything we wanted to hear regarding prices, dates and quality. In June 2022, finger hovering above “send cash” on our banking website, we agreed to chance it, and him. We paid in advance for the expensive steel beams he’d need to support the open concept and searched for a flat to live in for five months. That’s when the real fun began.
What became of that down payment, and the weekly payments we’d agreed with our contractor, remains a mystery. Those steel beams appeared six months later, delivered by a disgruntled supplier who still hadn’t been paid. Meanwhile the assurances of our mostly absent builders grew less emphatic. A month later they walked off the job. A month after that, we sourced a rescue team through a good friend. In October 2022, 16 months after we broke ground, they laid the last tile.
Now that we’re cooking with induction heat in a space that resembles what we envisioned, I’m able to share our insights.

The cat, to the left of Ellen Himelfarb, is a lot happier now the work is finally finished. Photograph: Anna Stathaki/The Guardian
Do your research
Search the planning applications on your council website. Who’s had a rear extension approved? How far is too far to dig down or build up? We let our architects talk us into an unusual “outrigger” extension that was doomed to be rejected, costing us time and money. We had good relationships with the neighbours, but if you don’t, this would be the time to sweet-talk any who may oppose your scheme.
Always be scouting for builders
Are your drawings still being fine-tuned? Don’t wait to put your job out to tender. While you’re niggling over cabinet heights and window frames, the reputable builders are being snapped up.
Don’t be talked into fixed payments. We paid our builder – he fell behind on the work but kept  banking our cash
Don’t rush into things
Impressed with the first contractor you meet? Get to know others, vet them through your neighbourhood WhatsApp group, ask for references. Keep a few names in your back pocket in case you need extra hands, or a rescue operation.
When you choose your builder, sign a contract outlining the scope and schedule of works, relevant dates and payments – it’s the first thing a lawyer will ask for if the relationship breaks down. Find templates through the RIBA or Federation of Master Builders. And never let your contractor talk you into a fixed payment schedule. We faithfully paid ours, and before we knew it he’d fallen far behind on the work but still banked our cash every week.
Visit your flooring in person
Touch it. Get a professional opinion before you make a big commitment. The handcrafted tiles we ordered online had to be filed, sanded, cleaned and sealed three times, which drove our builder mad and cost us a fortune in labour. The colour didn’t even match what we’d seen online, but we didn’t have the time or budget to replace them.
Recognise signs that your builder is a bad egg
Are they working off the books? Refusing to sign a contract? Offering unrealistic promises? Arguing with tradespeople or struggling to book them at all? Maybe they are consistently missing targets, or blaming the state of your home for delays? We experienced all of these, like frogs on slow boil, and then had to scramble to learn our rights. Our first points of contact were Citizens Advice, Trading Standards and the Dispute Resolution Ombudsman.
Think hard about going maverick with cabinetry
We thought we’d be clever, and hired an independent kitchen designer to customise the height and width, but the joinery arrived in unfamiliar chunks that the builders struggled to install. Drawers and cupboards come in standard sizes for a reason. And take note: integrated fridge-freezers come smaller than freestanding versions, to ensure they fit within the joinery. Losing those few centimetres can make a big difference – consider a double-width version.
Measure, re-measure, then measure again 

Our finished kitchen is a metre shorter and 8cm taller than the original drawings promised. The dimensions of the glass are wrong. Calculate the space you’re left with post-demo, before instructing joiners, ordering tiles and committing to glazing.
Keep a spreadsheet
List all items to be ordered, bought and collected. Don’t rush to buy pieces that aren’t time sensitive. Steelwork, flooring, marble and cabinetry need long lead times. But our appliances, hardware and tiles hung about for months, with their warranties lapsing.
Meet your tradespeople
Early in the build, book time with your electrician and plumber, alongside your contractor. Is everyone clear on the path of the waste pipes and where the manhole goes? What type of underfloor heating is best? Can your boiler cope? Where are your switch plates and outlets going? Our electrician wired four separate switch plates for four lights, when he could have consolidated them into one or two. And our stove exhaust has no means of exiting the building.
Look after your pet 

We moved out with our cat initially, then lived on site for several turbulent months, when the cat’s only outdoor access was sealed off. She rebelled by peeing on the soft furnishings whenever she was startled. We’re still trying to calm her.
Our electrician wired four separate switch plates for four lights, when he could have consolidated them into one or two
Don’t be swayed by trends
Seduced by the rounded archways, fluted wood cabinets or terrazzo splashbacks you see in design mags? Banish them from your Pinterest board. By the time your renovation is over, they may be too. Buy what you love and embrace classics.
Avoid middle men
The arrival of the Solarlux bifold doors we coveted stalled due to the agent’s honeymoon, sick leave and general incompetence. I saw progress only when I tracked down the manufacturer. But another caveat: the maker was German, which meant border delays. UK-based Fabco might have proved faster.
Never take your eye off the ball
If you’re living off-site, visit daily, enlist a neighbour to spy or install a doorbell-camera. After moving out, we lost track of absences and delays while still paying weekly. Living in the house throughout would have been maddening, but at least we’d have known when the builders weren’t putting in the hours.
Don’t sleep on other jobs around the house
They can fill in the gaps on days when the main work is delayed. We hired handymen to build wardrobes, fill in cracks, repair a leaky roof and retile a shower.
Women: try not to let everyday sexism get you down
My contractor blanked my texts, spoke over me and could barely look me in the eye – until I became the de facto bank. He had to respect the client handing over his cash on payday. It helped that my (male) partner never undermined me. We established roles, stayed in our respective lanes and tolerated no nonsense. We were, after all, on the same team.
Do whatever it takes to get you through
Take up meditation, train for a marathon or hit the booze or fags – anything to stave off a meltdown.





Economics  
Analysis
Five charts explaining the UK’s economic prospects in 2024
Richard Partington Economics correspondent
As we enter an election year, how will the effects of inflation, weak GDP growth, unemployment, tax cuts and rising housing costs sway voters’ intentions?
Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.00 EST
Last modified on Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.03 EST



Unemployment is forecast to rise amid weak economic growth. Photograph: Daniel Leal/AFP/Getty Images
The UK is entering an election year with the economy struggling to grow as households and businesses come under pressure from rising borrowing costs, higher taxes and elevated living expenses.
Rishi Sunak is expected to send voters to the polls in 2024 having declared victory on his primary economic target to halve inflation in 2023. However, the Bank of England has warned the UK is facing a 50-50 chance of a recession, while living standards are on track to be lower at the end of the parliament than they were at the start of it for the first time on record.
Here are five charts underpinning the UK’s economic prospects in 2024.
Falling but stubbornly above-target inflation
Inflation has fallen from more than 10% in January 2023 to 3.9% in November, driven mainly by cooling energy prices. However, the annual rate has stuck at persistently higher levels than anticipated, as the UK grapples with the highest rate in the G7.
While inflation is expected to continue to fall in 2024, the Bank is forecasting it to remain above its government-set target until the end of 2025, maintaining pressure on households. Lower inflation does not mean prices are coming down, only that they are rising less quickly.
Financial markets are predicting that cooling inflation and weak economic growth will force the Bank to start cutting interest rates from the current level of 5.25% from as early as the summer, as central banks across advanced economies begin to dial back the toughest increase in borrowing costs for decades.
However, there are risks inflation could remain persistently high amid geopolitical tensions and a tight UK labour market. The Bank has said it is watching closely for signs of inflation persistence from pay growth and prices in the services sector.
Inflation graphic
Weak GDP growth
Economic activity has slowed to a crawl in recent months, with gross domestic product (GDP) unexpectedly shrinking in October, according to the latest official figures, as households come under sustained pressure from higher living costs.
The Bank of England has warned there is a 50-50 chance of a recession, beginning around the time a spring general election could be held, amid the impact from higher borrowing costs. It expects zero growth for 2024 as a whole.
Sunak has placed growing the economy among his top priorities after years of lacklustre performance. While growth proved more resilient to the shocks of the Covid pandemic and energy crisis than anticipated in 2023, the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) said in November that it expected the UK economy to grow more slowly over the coming years. It is slightly more upbeat than the Bank, pencilling in growth of 0.7% for 2024 – still less than half the annual average growth rate between 1998 and the 2008 financial crisis.
GDP graphic
Rising unemployment
Weak activity and higher borrowing costs are expected to weigh heavily on employers’ hiring intentions in 2024, with forecasters anticipating a rise in unemployment over the course of the year.
The UK’s jobless rate has remained at historically low levels over recent months despite pressure on the economy, as employers struggle to fill near-record numbers of job vacancies. However, the number of job openings has fallen in recent months as hiring demand fades.
The OBR forecasts unemployment will rise to a peak of 1.6 million people (4.6% of the labour force) by the second quarter of 2025, up from the current level of about 1.5 million (4.2%).
With weaker hiring demand and cooling inflation, average annual pay growth is expected to fall to about 3.7% in 2024 and 2.2% in 2025, down from a peak of about 8% in 2023.
Unemployment graphic
Tax cuts?
Taxes as a share of the economy are on track to reach the highest sustained levels since Clement Attlee’s postwar Labour government 1945 to 1951 – even after the chancellor, Jeremy Hunt, cut national insurance and offered tax relief on business investment at the autumn statement.
Fuelled by a six-year “stealth” freeze on income tax thresholds, revenues for the exchequer are on course to reach almost 38% of GDP by 2028-29, significantly above the pre-pandemic level of about 33%.
Hunt is expected to use his spring budget on 6 March to announce electioneering tax cuts before the general election. However, he is constrained by a commitment to reduce the UK’s national debt as a share of the economy within five years.
The OBR forecast at the autumn statement that Hunt would meet his target with about £13bn to spare. But this was predicated on plans that included a sharp £6bn rise in fuel duty this spring, which the chancellor is unlikely to apply, and a new austerity drive after the general election.
Tax graphic
Soaring housing costs
The Bank of England’s most aggressive cycle of interest rate rises in decades has fuelled an explosion in housing costs, triggering a timebomb in the mortgage market. Most home loans have a fixed rate – meaning higher costs come with a lag.
About half of all mortgages have repriced since December 2021. A further 5m are expected to be hit by 2026. For the typical owner-occupier rolling off a fixed rate between the summer of this year and the end of 2026, the Bank expects monthly repayments to increase by about £240, a jump of about 39%.
Mortgage graphic
Many landlords have increased the rent they charge or sold properties to offset their own increasing borrowing costs, contributing to the sharpest increase in private sector rents on record.





Homes  
Jeepers creepers! Devil’s ivy, the houseplant that’s suddenly absolutely everywhere
From offices to shops to bars and cafes – the heart-shaped leaves and twisty vines of the pothos are climbing up a bare brick wall near you …

Alice Vincent  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.00 EST



 Photograph: Jono Fleming
Imagine a houseplant. Think of it trailing from an understated ceramic pot, possibly on a bookshelf or in the corner of a kitchen. Chances are you thought of something that looks like devil’s ivy. These twisty, near-unkillable vines (Latin name Epipremnum aureum, but commonly – if technically incorrectly – known as pothos) with their elegant tangle of lush, heart-shaped leaves hail from the French Polynesian island of Mo’orea, but they’ve become Britain’s most ubiquitous houseplant. From hair salon to office, or wherever you’re reading this, there’s probably one a few metres away.
They’re so common that you can play a kind of botanical Where’s Wally with pothos: they snake over shelves in Anthropologie and & Other Stories, drape from hanging planters in coffee shops, and contrast with the concrete of the Barbican in London, where head gardener Marta Lowcewicz says they’re chosen because they are “low maintenance”.
“In 2017, we sold 600 of them,” says Freddie Blackett of Patch Plants, the millennials’ answer to the nursery catalogue. “In 2022, that had increased to 27,000.” And that is a drop on the numbers of devil’s ivy Patch sold during lockdown, when it would shift up to 1,000 a day (more on this later).

Devil’s ivy trailing from a shelf. Photograph: Wirestock/Alamy
Houseplants have been climbing steadily back into fashion for a decade or more, thanks to a resurgence in retro interiors trends and a desire among millennials to connect with nature. But while fiddle-leaf figs and swiss cheese plants spearheaded the trend, no plant has remained as quietly popular as the pothos. “They are the symbol of that indoor plant resurgence,” says Blackett.
Scientific studies at the turn of the century showed that pothos were among the handful of plants to purify air
One reason for this is that the pothos is a perfect beginners’ plant, which can put up with low light levels, poor watering and sporadic abandonment. But if you do treat them nicely, they grow and can be propagated quickly – even the most clumsy cutting will root and leaf with abandon.
In fact, it is easier to keep a pothos living miserably than to kill it outright. “If conditions are not very good, it doesn’t die so much as sit there and wait until things improve,” says houseplant expert and podcaster Jane Perrone.
I had a string of them – all descended from one mother plant – adorning a 1960s bookcase for several years, and largely neglected. While succulents and calatheas would never have survived that basement flat, the pothos lived on.
Behind its appealing bland appearance lies a rich and intriguing botanical history. In her latest book, Legends of the Leaf, Perrone says nobody knew the true origin of E. aureum until the 1960s, mostly because devil’s ivy looks quite a lot like several other tropical vines pillaged by Victorian colonists.
It’s known as “shy-flowering”: only in the past decade have the plants been encouraged to flower consistently thanks to the application of hormones. The flowers are fairly unremarkable, but they have enabled plant breeders to conjure new cultivars – only furthering the pothos’s broad appeal.
But perhaps what’s most astonishing about the devil’s ivy is that, despite its ubiquity, few of us will see it as it is meant to be. “The leaves we’re seeing in our homes are the juvenile form,” says Perrone. “If you go to the glasshouse at RHS Wisley in Surrey, you can see a mature one. The leaves are huge, about 60cm across. That only happens when the plant is allowed to climb and grow several metres high.”
By the 1990s, the pothos had become a subject of that rare thing in gardening books: derision
The mid-20th century was a big era for the pothos – it came into vogue for the first time since people started growing it at home in the 1920s. In 1956, Terence Conran reflected a new interest in houseplants by including it in his Plant Life dinnerware service for Midwinter – specifically, the dessert plate – alongside a rubber plant (Ficus elastica) and a Sansevieria, commonly known as mother-in-law’s tongue.
While swiss cheese and spider plants vanished in the 1980s, the pothos never entirely went away. By the 1990s, it had become a subject of that rare thing in gardening books: derision. “People really love this ugly plant, perhaps because it’s easy to grow,” wrote garden designer Andy Sturgeon in his 2001 book Potted. “They seem to do really well in chip shops.”
It took another 15 years for the pothos to climb back to popularity, aided by the internet. On Pinterest it proliferated as a kind of sexy bed vine, bedecking four-posters and trailing from minimalist shelves. Influencer Jamie Song, who runs Instagram account Jamie’s Jungle, fields questions daily from his 330,000 followers about the pothos that has smothered the wall behind his sofa since the mid-2010s; he uses clear plastic light clips to achieve the illusion of gravity defiance.
I bought my first pothos in 2016, from Conservatory Archives, one of the first designer houseplant stores to appear in east London. I strung it from my ceiling in a macrame plant hanger, itself a 1970s throwback, and watched it double in size in a matter of months. Scientific studies at the turn of the century showed that pothos were among the handful of plants to purify air. While recreating such effects at home would require dozens of the things, this factoid was nevertheless shared widely online.

A potted devil’s ivy. Photograph: Jonny Forsey/Alamy
As Patch’s sales figures attest, lockdown cemented the plant’s return to glory, with people tending their homes, and curating greenery-filled Zoom backdrops. “There aren’t many houseplants that you can trail like a pothos,” says horticultural historian Catherine Horwood, author of Potted History. She would know – she has a silver one draped across a room, complete with fairy lights.
“They play so many roles,” adds Blackett. “They can fill various levels of a bookshelf or be strung along a mantlepiece. They really can do a lot of plants’ jobs.”
To show a pothos in its best light, let it grow upwards. A trellis made from wide-gauge black mesh fencing is the latest plant nerd hack, says Perrone: “Ultimately, for the lushest growth, you have to give it something to support itself with. And dust it!” A gentle once-over with a damp cloth once a week will keep those leaves shiny.
But while the pothos is here to stay, the reign of the golden pothos – which has flecks of a paler yellow on its green leaves – may be coming to an end. “We’ve seen varieties such as the marble queen, which has white-patterned leaves – give the golden pothos a proper run for its money,” says Blackett. White variegation is becoming increasingly popular in houseplants, and it’s a lot easier to match with interiors than yellow. Ubiquity has arrived in another colourway: the king of houseplants is dead, long live the queen.
Five more unkillable houseplants

Snake plant

(Dracaena trifasciata)
Indestructible. The snake plant thrives on forgetfulness, making it perfect for those who occasionally let their plants fend for themselves. Resilient to drought and temperature extremes (from 5C to 27C), it’s the great survivor of the plant kingdom.
Allow it to go thirsty, and you may see its leaves slightly dehydrated and withered, but this is easily reversed with a good watering.

ZZ plant

(Zamioculcas zamiifolia)
Versatility personified, the ZZ plant tolerates anything except direct sunlight. This tropical rhizomatous plant from east Africa, with thick stems that narrow to a tip, has smooth, glossy, dark green, pinnate leaves and grows up to a metre high. With minimal demands and resistance to neglect, it’s the plant that whispers, “I’ve got this.”

Barrel cactus

(Echinocactus grusonii)
Hailing from central Mexico, the barrel cactus wears its toughness like a crown. Requiring water only half the year, it scoffs at neglect. It can survive for over 100 years, a prickly testament to endurance and the beauty of low-maintenance companionship.

Cast iron plant

(Aspidistra elatior)
As robust as its name suggests, the cast iron plant is a hero for the laidback plant parent, surviving and thriving in poor light, fluctuating temperatures and poor air quality. Direct sunlight avoidance is its only requirement, and in return this plant will offer unyielding resilience.

String of hearts

(Ceropegia linearis subsp. Woodii)
This delicate evergreen vine, originating from southern Africa, boasts tubers that store water, making it a drought-resistant marvel and the ideal companion to a busy life. The string of hearts not only endures unintentional neglect but graces it with a touch of elegance.





Gardens  
From chillis to aubergines: the gardening lessons I’ve learned this year
New Year is a time to look back, and make plans for the season ahead. And I need to be more ruthless with my veg patch

Claire Ratinon  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.00 EST



I’m a dedicated garden note taker …  Photograph: Almaje/Getty Images
I adore this special little pocket of time between Christmas and the new year, when you can’t be totally certain what day it is but it doesn’t matter. And you know you won’t be bothered by the ping of a work email arriving in your inbox.
Perhaps you’re one of those people who likes to be busy when things quieten down, but I really don’t. I find these strange, formless days, as we step from one year into the next, an invitation to reflect on how this past season unfolded for me and my growing space, and what I might dare to hope the coming season will bring.
I’m a dedicated note taker, so looking back over the past year often involves leafing through my diary, charting the notable movements of the things I’ve grown in the veg patch and considering what conditions may have contributed to their success or decline. Instead of cursing the skies or lamenting my negligence, I try to bid farewell to the season’s mishaps and commit myself anew to fewer avoidable hiccups next time. Every season the lessons abound, especially as the climate’s changes affect the garden and ask us to pay deeper attention to the needs of our plants.
While it might look gloomy and bare outside my window, I prefer to imagine a blank(ish) canvas as I browse through seed catalogues
First, I need to be more ruthless when it comes to thinning out the self-seeded plants in my veg patch, as they will compete with crops and affect the yield. I should not panic at the emptiness of early spring, nor fail to honour the spacing that aubergine plants need because, when they’re growing happily in the greenhouse, they will become enormous.
Another lesson learned is the need to repot my chilli plants as they outgrow their containers instead of ignoring them and hoping for the best. And, finally, I need to make time for the Szechuan pepper harvest when the sun is shining in late September – before a heavy autumn rain ruins them.
There have been plenty of triumphs to be celebrated, too, though. The fragrant lemongrass I grew from seed that took care of itself in the corner of the greenhouse; the gifted agretti seedlings that grew well in my soil and offered up an unexpectedly saline, deliciously succulent leafy crop; and the remarkable tomatillos that cropped abundantly in the polytunnel at the farm where I work and took their rightful place as my favourite plant of the year.
While the view from my window may be gloomy and bare, I prefer to imagine a blank(ish) canvas as I organise my seed box and browse through the seed catalogue imagining what next season’s planting might look like. I want to grow edamame, tatsoi and patty pan squash, and to finally set up the barrel pond I planned to install a year ago. What about you?
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Analysis
Weather tracker: rain batters Argentina and DRC as fog shrouds India and Pakistan
Faye Hulton and Matt Williams for MetDesk
Turkey also affected by fog, with 10 killed and 57 injured in serious road crash involving three buses
Fri 29 Dec 2023 05.45 EST
Last modified on Fri 29 Dec 2023 06.23 EST



Fog in Srinagar, Indian-controlled Kashmir, on Friday. Photograph: Dar Yasin/AP
During the Christmas period, parts of South America experienced intense showers and thunderstorms, resulting in substantial rainfall in various regions. On Monday, more than 100mm of rain fell in the Catamarca province in Argentina, which led to flash floods. A sudden surge in river water levels then caused the collapse of a pedestrian bridge, which was the only link between the towns of Rincón and Pomán. While many other roads in the region were damaged and houses were flooded, no casualties were reported.
The unique topography of Catamarca aided the formation of a near-stationary convective shower over Pomán, unleashing several hours of torrential rain and causing catastrophic flooding.
The Democratic Republic of the Congo has also been affected by severe rainfall over the past week. On Tuesday night, heavy rains hit the eastern region, resulting in flooding, mudslides and landslides. So far, 40 bodies have been recovered in Bukavu and the surrounding areas. This comes less than a week after 20 people were killed in similar conditions in the Mwenga territory of South Kivu.
North-west India has been experiencing poor visibility over the past few days. Delhi has been particularly badly affected, with visibility plummeting to close to zero metres between 8am and 10am on Wednesday. Parts of Pakistan were also badly affected by the dense fog on Wednesday.
Widespread disruption to road, rail and air networks was reported by both countries, alongside several severe road incidents. Fog forms when air is cooled to the dew point – the temperature at which water vapour condenses – essentially forming a cloud at surface level.
Temperatures across Pakistan and north-west India have been lower than usual, helping fog to develop. When fog is combined with pollutants, smog develops. This has widely been seen across north-west India, with air quality being classified as very poor by the India Meteorological Department, which could pose serious health risks.
Northern Turkey also experienced dense fog on Thursday. This led to a serious road crash involving seven vehicles, including three buses, killing 10 people and injuring 57 others.
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In 2023 you were no one unless dressed as a cat – but 2024 could see a return to the good taste sweet spot
Jess Cartner-Morley

Move over Kylie Jenner and other courters of outrage; the muses of the coming year are cut from a quieter cloth
Fri 29 Dec 2023 05.30 EST



Kylie Jenner at Paris fashion week in January 2023. Photograph: Pierre Suu/Getty Images
One cold, bright January morning at the beginning of 2023, a chauffeured car pulled up to the marble steps of the Petit Palais in Paris, and Kylie Jenner – lip-gloss mogul and scion of the Kardashian dynasty – emerged. For that morning’s Schiaparelli catwalk show, Jenner was wearing a strapless, black velvet, floor-length gown, with a lifesize lion’s head crafted from foam, silk and fake fur on one shoulder. It was so realistic that many observers took it to be taxidermy. Many animal rights activists thought the look insensitive. The waiting photographers, presented with a moment of pure street theatre, lapped it up. Some of us just wondered whether she had covered herself in glue and run through the London zoo gift shop. Everyone agreed it was in bad taste; everyone also agreed it was, in its own way, sort of brilliant.
Good taste is old hat. Coco Chanel’s famed formula for elegance – before leaving the house, look in the mirror and take one thing off – has no place in a 21st-century media strategy. You can’t break the internet without breaking eggs. On the red carpet, at fancy parties, on the front row – the platforms where the best-dressed once duelled in little black dresses, competing to be the last word in understated perfection – dressing up has become fancy-dress adjacent. The singer Sam Smith wore inflatable black latex – half Leigh Bowery, half Marvel superhero – at this year’s Brit Awards. The actor Jared Leto appeared in full costume as Karl Lagerfeld’s cat, Choupette, at the Met Gala.
Don’t blame clothes, blame the zeitgeist. Outrage is fashionable on all platforms, not just in fashion. In the culture wars era, controversy is the campfire that draws in audiences, who gather round for a shouting match rather than a singalong. Being controversial is more of a vote-winner than being competent, whether you are running for president or best-dressed. The smoothed edges of good taste seem out of step with a world that lurches from crisis to crisis.
The thing is, when the outfits that make the news are ever more outrageous, this has a knock-on impact on how the rest of us dress. Fashion as entertainment has eclipsed the subtle appeal of style. The pleasure of a personal uniform that works for you, of a wardrobe that is quietly aligned with you and your lifestyle, is eclipsed by the magpie appeal of a smörgåsbord of clickbait trends, from angelcore to indie sleaze.
But a year after Jenner’s lion roared at Paris fashion week, there are signs that old-fashioned good taste is making a comeback. Fashion has two new main characters this season: the late Carolyn Bessette Kennedy, the fashion publicist wife of John F Kennedy Jr, and the fashion designer Phoebe Philo, who is making clothes again after a six-year sabbatical. One is American, one British; one long dead and one very much alive. What they share is good taste as a kind of superpower.
Twenty-four years after the plane crash that killed her, along with her husband and sister, CBK is becoming, like Diana, Princess of Wales before her, a “ghost muse” for designers, stylists and influencers. The fanfare around CBK is notable, because there was nothing remotely flashy about her wardrobe of perfect white shirts and simple tailoring. Her wedding dress, a lithe sliver of ivory silk, was a masterpiece of less-is-more glamour. Sunita Kumar Nair, the author of a new book, Carolyn Bessette Kennedy: A Life in Fashion, told the New York Times that her appeal lies in an old-school steadfastness, with a consistency that made her clothes feel like “part of her psyche” rather than a play for attention.
The clue to what gives Phoebe Philo’s new label its point of difference is in the name. It is called, simply, Phoebe Philo. Self-titled brands have been out of fashion recently, replaced by a vogue for the tongue-in-cheek – Vetements, the zeitgeist label of the past decade, was named by its Georgian founders after the French word for clothes – but by putting her own name in her clothes, Philo underscores that what she is selling is her own point of view. Yes, women love the soft but precise architecture of her coats, trousers and handbags, but it’s more than that. They love that Philo implicitly trusts her own taste, and in doing so gives them permission to trust theirs, too.
The notion of good taste has always been problematic. Taste gets tangled up with class, status, knowing the unwritten rules, even with breeding. It doesn’t have to be. Having a good eye and a discerning sense of taste is nothing to do with snobbery, although the two are often lazily conflated. Fashion has been hijacked, recently, by the art of showing off. But really, fashion is about wearing the same sort of things as other people are wearing, and is a way of connecting yourself to the present moment, of plugging yourself into the conversations happening in the world around you. Taste is a colours-to-the-mast statement of your own position; fashion can be about showing that you are watching and listening to other people around you. Taste on its own can be a little flavourless; fashion without taste is a junk food diet. There is a sweet spot where the magic happens. And in 2024, we might find our way back there.
 
	Jess Cartner-Morley is associate editor (fashion) at the Guardian

	Do you have an opinion on the issues raised in this article? If you would like to submit a response of up to 300 words by email to be considered for publication in our letters section, please click here.
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Tony Chung was convicted of secession and sentenced to 43 months in prison. Photograph: Kin Cheung/AP
One of the youngest people to be jailed under Hong Kong’s national security law has fled to the UK, where he claimed asylum in the early hours of Thursday morning.
Tony Chung, 22, was released from prison in June but was required to meet regularly with Hong Kong’s national security police and abide by certain conditions, which included not leaving the territory without authorisation before June 2024.
In December, he got permission from the Hong Kong’s correctional services department to take a short holiday to Okinawa, Japan, for Christmas, on the condition that he had booked a flight back to Hong Kong. He flew to Japan on 20 December; one week later he boarded a flight to London.
Chung is a well-known pro-democracy activist who was the founder of the group Studentlocalism, which was disbanded hours before the introduction of the national security law on 30 June 2020. He was one of the first people to be arrested under the law, which Beijing introduced after months of pro-democracy protests, quelling the movement. The Chinese authorities said the law was necessary to restore stability to Hong Kong.

Chung arriving at Heathrow on Thursday. Photograph: Tony Chung / Facebook
The “deep surveillance and immense pressure” that he experienced after being released from prison “disturbed my life, and I couldn’t withstand such torture, both physically and mentally. So I felt that I had to leave Hong Kong,” Chung told the Guardian, hours after arriving in the UK.
On Friday, the Hong Kong correctional services department said it had issued a recall order for Chung and would be adding him to a wanted list. The Hong Kong authorities have issued bounties for 13 exiled activists this year, offering HK$1m (£100,000) for information leading to their capture.
Chung said he was offered money to spy on fellow activists and restricted from working in Hong Kong, making him economically vulnerable.
Chung arrived in the UK less than one month after a fellow pro-democracy activist, Agnes Chow, revealed that she had moved to Canada and had no intention of returning to Hong Kong. She had also obtained special permission to leave Hong Kong but decided that she would be safer in exile.
On Friday, the media in Hong Kong reported that Chow’s mother had visited a police station in Hong Kong to assist with the investigation into the breach of her bail conditions.
Like Chow, Chung was offered a tour of mainland China by his supervision officers “to learn about China’s development”. “I knew that I had to go along with their thoughts to make them drop their guard, in order to get out of Hong Kong more easily. So I told them that China’s development is quite nice these days,” Chung said.
Chow’s tour took place in August, a few weeks before a similar trip was offered to Chung. However, the officers never followed up on the plan, Chung said.
Chung was convicted of secession under the national security law and money laundering in November 2021, and ordered to spend 43 months in jail. He had already served shorter sentences for unlawful assembly and desecrating the Chinese flag. He was released before completing his whole sentence because of time served and good behaviour.
Upon his release, Chung was ordered to abide by several conditions. As well as not leaving Hong Kong without permission, he was banned from speaking publicly about his conviction or talking about or publishing any material that is “objectively and reasonably capable of being perceived as endorsing, supporting, promoting, glorifying, encouraging or inciting the commission of offences … endangering national security”.
He was also unable to work without approval from the authorities.
“Their demands effectively stripped me of financial autonomy, paving the way for the financial inducements later offered by the national security department of the Hong Kong police force,” Chung wrote in a Facebook post, announcing his arrival in the UK.
Chung said he was asked to spy on fellow activists, and offered fees ranging from HK$500 (about £50) to HK$3,000 for doing so. The heavy pressure and surveillance had a severe psychological and physical impact, he said.
The Hong Kong police did not respond to a request for comment.
Because of the restrictions of his release, Chung said he had no contact with the pro-democracy diaspora, many of whom live in exile because of the deteriorating freedoms in Hong Kong. Upon arrival in Okinawa, he spoke to overseas Hong Kong activists groups to discuss which country would be safest for him.
He considered the US, which had granted asylum to the activist Frances Hui, but with no valid visa, he had no way of getting to the border “unless I chose to enter illegally from Mexico, but this option would be full of uncertainties and dangers”. In recent years, surging numbers of Chinese migrants have attempted to enter the US via the dangerous Darién Gap, which sits between Panama and Colombia.
It was recently revealed that the Trump administration refused requests from Joshua Wong, another Hong Kong pro-democracy campaigner, for help to flee Hong Kong. Wong is now in jail, awaiting sentencing as part of the Hong Kong 47 mass trial of pro-democracy activists.
Chung chose the UK because of its support for emigrating Hongkongers and because of “its recent clearer stance on China”.
“It’s very hard to help the political prisoners in Hong Kong,” he said. “The UK has done a lot already and shown care”.
As his plane touched down at Heathrow airport, Chung said he “truly understood that for the foreseeable future, I cannot go back to Hong Kong. Being in exile is something that is happening to me right now … I already miss Hong Kong. It was a very difficult decision to make.”
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The cropped shirt hack. Photograph: Alicia Canter/The Guardian
Move over, clothing hauls and unboxing videos: the growing phenomenon of videos offering unexpected, quirky or, on occasion, surprisingly practical ways of styling the clothes you already own are taking off.
A Gen Z take on “make do and mend”, these styling hack videos have blown up in 2023, taking social media by storm. On TikTok, the hashtag #fashionhacks has more than 17.4bn views, and #stylinghacks has 1.2bn. Stylists’ tips and tricks often involve reimagining an item of clothing so that it is worn upside down or back to front. Almost anything, it turns out, can be worn as a top – so long as you’re not fussed about having sleeves.
The interest chimes with the growing awareness of waste in our wardrobes. Earlier this year, a Business of Fashion report found that a “growing niche of consumers are pledging to buy fewer or no new clothes, amid growing anxiety about the climate and the cost-of-living crisis”.
So, with sartorial innovation and sustainability in mind, can these left-field social media hacks work in the offline world? I put five of 2023’s most popular hacks to the test.
Cropped shirt hack
Many of this year’s top hacks revolve around cropping an item of clothing, without taking scissors to the hem. Hoodies – especially those from the 90s, during which they were worn oversized and baggy – are ripe for a cropping. TikTokers often opt for a twist-and-tuck method, with the surplus material scooped up and tied inside the back of the (still relatively loose) hoodie, which I imagine works well until you need to sit on a firm chair.
Instead, I opt for the cropped shirt hack, as demonstrated by the Canada-based digital creator Shayne Hydn – and many, many others. Hydn takes an oversized shirt and fastens the top button as normal, before fastening the next button down at the back of her neck. Then, she continues buttoning at the front, before undoing the very top button to reveal the final look.
“This hack is useful because it allows you to repurpose boring clothes easily without needing advanced sewing skills or equipment,” says Hydn. “It’s a simple and cost-effective way to give an old oversized button-up a fashionable look.”

The cropped shirt hack. Photograph: Alicia Canter/The Guardian
This may be true, but it’s fiddly. The magic of TikTok means Hydn achieves her chic, cropped style at lightning speed; I have to enlist my sister to help and still end up looking a bit like I’ve accidentally missed a buttonhole.
Long sleeve/one shoulder top hack
One of the most ambitious hacks doing the rounds this year, this involves not putting your arms in the sleeves of your long-sleeved top at all, but rather tying them around yourself on a diagonal to create a one-shouldered handkerchief top. I say top – it only really looks like a top from the front. At the back, it’s more flesh than fabric.

The long sleeve/one shoulder top hack. Photograph: Alicia Canter/The Guardian
Not for the faint-hearted perhaps, but the Australia-based content creator Camelia Farhoodi’s how-to TikTok has more than 13,000 likes. Being able to tie a knot behind your back feels like something a former Girl Guide should excel at but it turns out I’m hopeless. The resulting knot is flimsy at best. One false move and I might spontaneously unravel. It’s fine for twirling in front of a phone camera, but I might give this one a miss for New Year’s Eve.
Scarf hood hack
Something simpler, then. This hack turns a scarf into a hood by looping it around the neck, tucking the two ends downwards through the loop, then pulling the fabric at the back of the neck up over the head. The British content creator Annabel Staite has the hack pinned at the top of her TikTok page, where it’s had more than 5m views. “Use a really thick woolly scarf,” she advises. “I don’t think it would work as well with a thin scarf, and I also don’t think it would keep you very warm.” In fact, nearly every video of this viral hack uses near-identical versions of the same fluffy, fringed, check scarf.
Luckily, I have one of these, so put it to the test on a cold, wet day at Edinburgh’s Christmas markets. It’s a success: warm, dry, easy to replicate, harder to lose than a brolly. My sister’s verdict? “It looks a bit Handmaid’s Tale.”

The scarf hood hack. Photograph: Alicia Canter/The Guardian
Bra/shoe hack
Not all of this year’s biggest fashion hacks are visible: this one involves stuffing a bra padding insert – the kind that’s forever coming loose in the wash – into the toe of a pointed shoe. This stops your foot from “sliding forwards and pinching your toes together”, according to style account @stylexfox’s Instagram reel demonstrating the hack, which has more than 7,000 likes. “I’m always trying to find new ways to use bra inserts because I have a ton of them floating around,” says Sarah Brundage, the content creator behind the account.
Allow Instagram content?
This article includes content provided by Instagram. We ask for your permission before anything is loaded, as they may be using cookies and other technologies. To view this content, click 'Allow and continue'.
I’ve also seen bra inserts repurposed as heel covers, to prevent rubbing – who knew those pesky pads could be so useful? Pointy-toed cowboy boots have been everywhere since summer – a look I got on board with – so I shove some long-abandoned bra inserts into the tip of mine, like make-shift ballet pointe pads. Unfortunately it means my boots are now at least a size too small, causing discomfort in new ways. My toes are destined to remain squished.
Baggy jeans hack
Gaping waistbands are a persistent problem for jeans-wearers, whatever your size, but denim can be particularly harmful to the environment and so finding a way to make your existing jeans work is a plus. The Mauritanian TikTokker @hbellla’s guide to “how I get all my jeans to fit perfectly” offers a solution that has been viewed nearly 700,000 times: first, she cuts a small hole near each side of the button fastening on the inside layer of denim, then attaches a safety pin to a long shoelace and threads it through to create a kind of internal drawstring. “Try watching it in 0.5 playback speed bestie” she urges one confused commenter on her video – another hack I wish I had known earlier.
The threading process is not straightforward; denim does not scrunch easily and my safety pin gets stuck halfway round. The personal trainer and online coach @_fernfitness – who favours a bobby pin over a safety pin for this hack – says in her 2022 TikTok tutorial that this is usually because material gets caught up on the pin, so you can cut another hole to release it if need be.
The effect is to create a bit of a paper bag waistline – fine with tops tucked in but a bit bulky if you want to wear anything over the top. “Just wear a belt!” I hear you cry. But as Fern puts it, “sometimes a belt isn’t a vibe”.
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Benjamin Netanyahu (centre) with Israeli troops in northern Gaza, 26 December 2023. Photograph: Avi Ohayon/GPO/ZUMA Press Wire/REX/Shutterstock
Warnings about a region-wide escalation engulfing the entire Middle East have been circulating since the first fraught days after the 7 October Hamas terrorist atrocities. The most dangerous flashpoint is generally believed to be Israel’s northern border with Lebanon, where lethal clashes between the powerful Shia militia Hezbollah and the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) have greatly intensified in recent days.
Sporadic Israeli airstrikes inside Syria, repeated limited attacks by Islamist militants on US bases in Iraq and US reprisal raids – such as that ordered by the president, Joe Biden, on Tuesday – fuel the narrative of an approaching, broader conflagration. Drone and missile attacks on Red Sea shipping by Yemen’s Houthi rebels, explicitly launched in support of Hamas and the Palestinians, are adding to the angst.
Yet, so far at least, the much prophesied regional explosion has not occurred. There are two principal reasons for this. One is that Israel’s war cabinet, led by the prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, having reportedly initially contemplated simultaneous assaults on Hamas and Hezbollah after 7 October, was dissuaded by US pressure. Since then, Israel’s official position has been that the destruction of Hamas in Gaza is its foremost priority.
The second reason stems from a calculation by Iran’s hardline conservative leadership that its interests are best served by keeping the war at arm’s length. Hamas, Hezbollah and the Syrian, Iraqi and Yemeni groups are all Iran’s proxies, armed, equipped, trained and, despite denials, often directed by Tehran and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). They, not Iranians, do the fighting. In this way, Iran wages war on Israel – but indirectly and, up to a point, deniably.
The immediate problem is that the strength of these two key factors, jointly encouraging mutual restraint, is degrading. Put more crudely, as the war approaches its fourth month, the gloves are coming off on both sides. This perception may explain the latest, frantic intervention by Emmanuel Macron, France’s president, who – echoing the UN general assembly – demanded a “lasting ceasefire” in Gaza in talks with Netanyahu this week.
It also helps explain growing US, British and German emphasis on de-escalating, pausing and containing the Gaza mayhem. This is ostensibly prompted by concerns about more than 21,000 Palestinian deaths, as counted by Hamas, and what the UN decries as a humanitarian disaster. Yet western leaders, supposedly powerless to stop it, know the IDF’s relentless, criminally indiscriminate, self-defeating Gaza killing spree has become an unbearable daily provocation to Israel’s foes. The consequent looming spectre of a far-ranging regional explosion, not photos of dead and maimed Palestinian children, is what truly moves them.

Tribal fighters in Sanaa, Yemen, recently enlisted by the Houthis in preparation for a potential conflict with Israel, 20 December 2023. Photograph: Osamah Yahya/ZUMA Press Wire/REX/ Shutterstock
Israel’s presumed targeted assassination earlier this week of Sayyed Razi Mousavi, a senior IRGC commander in Syria, crossed one of the invisible red lines that have so far allowed Israel and Iran to avoid head-to-head confrontation. Mousavi was a big fish, in charge of coordinating Iran’s dealings with Hezbollah and the Syrian regime. Iran has vowed to exact terrible retribution on Israel. But the killing sent another message, too.
“Mousavi’s death is viewed in the region as an Israeli signal that Iran can’t continue enjoying immunity while promoting and funding anti-Israel terror by its agents. It also brings us closer to the possibility of an escalation with Hezbollah, and even with Iran, on the northern border,” wrote Haaretz analyst Amos Harel. Under intense fire from Hezbollah, Israel’s patience was wearing thin, he suggested. Benny Gantz, a senior war cabinet member, hinted Israel might soon invade Lebanon if the situation did not improve.
Evidently, self-restraint and hands-off proxy warfare can only go so far. For its part, Tehran may be experiencing difficulty in holding back the Islamist militants it has succoured. Yemen’s Houthis, for example, undeterred by the creation of a US-led international taskforce, have since stepped up maritime attacks. At least 50 drones and ballistic missiles have been aimed directly at Israel. It looks like a case of rogues going rogue.
Meanwhile, Israel’s leadership has taken to describing itself as already engaged in a “multi-front” war – a claim pointing towards rapid real-time escalation. Yoav Gallant, the defence minister, told the Knesset this week that Israel was “coming under attack from seven theatres: Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, Judea and Samaria [the West Bank], Iraq, Yemen and Iran”. Israel was fighting back across the board, he said.
Of these seven “conflict zones”, the Blue Line separating Israel and Lebanon is presently the most volatile, teetering – in the view of many in Jerusalem – on the brink of all-out war. “More and more people are accepting the idea that war with Hezbollah, maybe soon, is unavoidable,” an un-named minister from Netanyahu’s ruling Likud party told Haaretz.
There’s another reason for believing escalation is now a very real danger: the far-from-fanciful consideration that a desperate, cornered, discredited and unpopular Netanyahu may welcome the prospect of Israel caught in a quasi-permanent state of war against all-comers. All-out conflict, depicted as existential in nature, would help silence his critics, stiffen the will and cohesion of his coalition government and deflect calls for his resignation and early elections.
More than this, a wider war without end, with Israel purposefully taking on Tehran’s proxies, could open a path to the fulfilment of Netanyahu’s oft-stated, oft-threatened ambition: to directly confront the Iranian regime itself and force a final settling of accounts with Israel’s most dangerous foe – a fateful showdown for which he once demanded, and very nearly got, Donald Trump’s help.
War without end could mean, in short, that Netanyahu survives while countless others doubtless would not. If he gets his way, Gaza may be just the beginning.
 
	Simon Tisdall is a foreign affairs commentator. He has been a foreign leader writer, foreign editor and US editor for the Guardian
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‘One of the most original games I’ve played’ … Goodbye Volcano High. Photograph: KO_OP
Marvel’s Spider-Man 2
Spider-Man 2 was even better than the original. Not knowing who the antagonists were going to be was truly exciting, and that feeling of swooping through the streets of New York City was even more exhilarating! The side missions were full adventures with their own cutscenes and unique objectives. The performers were all superb and the twists and turns of the plot were exciting. Matt, Castlemaine, Australia 
The Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom
It has to be Tears of the Kingdom. I was never a Nintendo kid – always Sega – and I bounced off of Breath of the Wild in 2017 and haven’t touched my Switch since. With this year’s release, I had serious fomo watching clips of Tears on social media, so I blew the dust off my Switch and got to work. I am 200 hours in and find it a tranquil and relaxing experience of distractions and goofiness. I am yet to complete the main quest, but I’m in no rush. Its systems are perfectly weighted towards pure joy and fun – something missing in a lot of modern video games. Here’s to another 200 hours of gaming nirvana in Hyrule. Shaun, Penarth, Wales 
Baldur’s Gate 3

Engaging … Astarion in Baldur’s Gate 3. Photograph: Larian Studios
Hands down, no contest. Baldur’s Gate 3 was a polished game on release and has true attention to detail. I spent 100 hours on my first campaign. I appreciated that the character creation recognises and respects multiple identities, while different sexualities etc are represented in the game. Then there are the detailed visuals, engaging gameplay, compelling NPC arcs, satisfying combat and subtle humour. I have enjoyed myself so much. Liz, Scotland 
The Talos Principle 2
The sequel was much better than the first in all senses; the puzzles were better, the philosophical basis (from Straton of Stageira to very recent existential questions about artificial intelligence and humanity’s demise by our own doing) was discussed in much more depth, and by solving the puzzles we were rewarded with nice revelations and dialogue that the much simpler first game lacked. It was really good to transcend our anxious reality not by escaping it, but delving even more into it, through a hypothetical future (one yearned for by Silicon Valley moguls and accelerationists) in which we can not only experience a post-human world, but also grieve and celebrate humanity. Also: cats. Sofia, 35, São Paulo, Brazil 
Lies of P

Nailed it! … Lies of P. Photograph: Neowiz Games
Lies of P is my game of the year. I didn’t have high hopes for it, as the Soulslike genre is typically only well executed by FromSoftware, but Neowiz absolutely nailed it! The fighting is tight, fluid, exceptionally well-balanced and features some great mechanics that support each other well to make it a tug of war. Nearly all of the bosses are phenomenal, too, providing a good challenge but not unfair (apart from the swamp monster – it can get in the bin). Iain Pollitt, 33, Scotland 
Dredge
I really loved playing Dredge on Nintendo Switch – the style and design of the game are great and I love being a little boat bobbing around the sea, catching fish. I stopped playing for a while because the sea monster attacks were stressing me out – I hate when things chase me in games! So when the developers released a passive mode, where nothing attacks you, I felt as if they read my mind. I was hooked – pun intended. Aoife, 27, Dublin 
EA Sports PGA Tour 2023
I realise that picking an EA Sports game as my favourite is like choosing vanilla as my favourite ice-cream. Bland, mass-market, no soul ... But EA Sports PGA Tour became a welcome friend in 2023. My gaming is limited to an hour an evening, and that suits just fine to get 18 holes in. The graphics are gorgeous, it’s calm, serene, and you can take your time to plot your path through each hole. The lush fairways, pink azaleas and polite applause at Augusta National have been a delight this year. Tom, 33, Berkshire 
Bramble: The Mountain King
Bramble is a Nordic fairytale horror game that is enchantingly dark and hauntingly atmospheric. The story is engaging, terrifying and beautiful while the world created is simultaneously a stunning, earthy vista and a realm of garish nightmares. Hayley, 32, Dublin 
Stray Gods: The Roleplaying Musical

Incredible … Stray Gods: The Roleplaying Musical. Photograph: Summerfall Studios
Stray Gods. It’s a musical, with Greek gods in a modern-day setting. Not only is the music incredible, and the cast a who’s who of voice-acting greats, but it innovates with what games are capable of as a storytelling medium more than any game since Final Fantasy VII. The whole game is based around player choice, to the extent that songs can have different lyrics, instruments, even genres, based on your choices. One song, Challenge the Queen, can be everything from a smooth jazz number to a rap battle. The work and maths involved is mind boggling. That it wasn’t nominated for game of the year is criminal. James Bennett, 32, Havant, Portsmouth 
Goodbye Volcano High
Goodbye Volcano High is my game of the year. It is one of the most original games I’ve played; the PaRappa the Rapper style rhythm sections are surprisingly addictive and satisfying, and the art style and aesthetic are gorgeous. Principally though, I love it because I just love explaining the premise – especially to my non-game-playing wife. “It’s about a non-binary dinosaur in a lo-fi band called Worm Drama, trying to navigate their way through the last year of high school while dealing with an impending meteorite and the end of the world.” Standard stuff, really. As an adult with a family where game time is at a premium, it is short but sweet. Philip, London
Final Fantasy XVI

Non-stop action … Final Fantasy XVI. Photograph: SquareEnix
I really enjoyed Final Fantasy XVI. Even though it was a big transition for the franchise, moving from the RPG genre to a heavily action-based style, its story and characters were the main focus. Voice actor Ben Starr and the rest of the cast did an amazing job. The music was exceptional, with Masayoshi Soken proving why he is considered one of the best in the industry. But the biggest highlight was the larger-than-life boss battles, which borrowed elements from different genres to provide non-stop action sequences. Alex, 37, Sydney, Australia
Alan Wake 2
Alan Wake 2 is a supremely artful game from one of the industry’s most creative and thoughtful studios. It immaculately uses different art forms to explore the destructive and salvational power of artistic creativity. It stands out from the competition for 2023’s game of the year for being more aesthetically, thematically and structurally innovative. Nick, 35, Oxford
Chants of Sennaar
I was introduced to this by chance, by a friend who is much more up on what’s new in gaming than I am. I’m so glad – Chants of Sennaar is one of the best games I’ve ever played. The mechanics are brilliant – you’re essentially dropped into a world where you speak none of the native language and have to make your way through various puzzles despite this. It’s very intuitive – you use hand signals in conversations, understand pictures on the walls and pick things up from the context of what’s going on around you – and the storyline just gets more intriguing the further in you go. An excellent choice if you like puzzles, good storytelling and something out of the ordinary. Sorcha, 33, Cardiff 
Starfield

Impactful … Starfield. Photograph: Bethesda Game Studios
The best game I played all year was Starfield. Yes, it’s buggy, barren and, in a lot of ways, strangely generic. If you came in looking for 1,000 planets each as deep and nuanced as Skyrim was you’ll be disappointed. But I get the sense that’s kind of the point. The main character in Starfield is space, and it is all-encompassing, making itself known at all times. Punishingly unforgiving, starkly beautiful, capricious and, for me, impactful. It informs every decision you make, and to Bethesda’s credit, the choices you make feel weighty and meaningful – especially the final decision you are presented with. In that moment, you impose your will, and you’re confronted with the philosophical implications. It’s a rare game that puts you in that place. Todd McGillivray, 46, Saint John, New Brunswick, Canada 
Super Mario Bros Wonder
It’s got to be Super Mario Bros Wonder. My wife bought me a Nintendo Switch for my birthday a while ago – my mini midlife crisis – but I don’t play much and the kids use it more often. But then Wonder came out. It’s got all the nostalgia of old-school Mario, with crazy, updated graphics. It’s amazing, creative gameplay. I love playing it with the kids, plus I sneak in a few solo rounds on WFH days. Graeme, 45, Singapore 
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Want to keep up with fashion? Then wait six months to try a trend
Style moves more slowly than you think – jump too soon, and your new look will be lost on most people
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Photographer: Tom J Johnson. Styling: Melanie Wilkinson
Tis the season for end of year quizzes, so here goes with my quickfire version. Just one question, in fact, and it’s multiple choice. Is the best time to start wearing a new fashion trend (a) before anyone else, (b) when Kate Moss/Bella Hadid (delete as age-appropriate) starts wearing it or (c) no rush – six months later works.
The answer is c. Yes, you read that right. The best time to get on board with a new look is not when it is news, but a season or two later. Being late to a trend is not just acceptable, it is positively advisable. There are no prizes for being first to the finishing line in fashion. Instead of charging straight in on the first wave of a trend, it’s much more chic to hold your horses.
This feels as if it goes against everything fashion stands for, doesn’t it? Isn’t being in the know before anyone else sort of the whole point of following fashion? Isn’t the kudos in being the first person in your gang to start wearing wide-legged, pleat-front personality trousers like these ones? Well – no, actually. Do yourself a favour and watch and learn for a while.
Learn from others’ mistakes. It took me a year to work out that wide trousers and a jacket don’t go
Consider fashion a spectator sport for the first few months of any trend, resisting the temptation to dive straight in. From the sidelines you can pick up tips at leisure, without spending hard-earned cash and without putting yourself on the line in a look which may turn out to be a fashion red herring.
The kind of trends that come and go at a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it rate are exactly the kind of trends that are best avoided. Real fashion – by which I mean, fashion that is visible in the real world, rather than on a bunch of paid-per-post influencers whose job is pretending to cross the road outside fashion shows hoping they’ll get their pictures taken – moves more slowly than you think. Move too soon on a trend, and your cool new look will be lost on 90% of your audience.
Take these trousers. I’ve been banging on about how you should ditch the maxi skirt, mothball the skinny jeans and wear statement trousers as the centrepiece of your look for getting on for a year and a half. But if you had followed my advice back then, the effect would have been lost on most people, because unless you were watching fashion pretty closely, you wouldn’t have noticed this as a trend. And I do get that while it is my job to follow this stuff at a granular level, most people have different jobs. It is only now, much later, that the personality trouser has made it on to the general radar.
These trousers read as on-trend now, much more than they did when they were first on-trend. The impact of a fashionable fit is greater, not lesser, if you keep your powder dry and wait a while for the world to catch up.
And, of course, you can – in the nicest possible way – learn from others’ mistakes. When these trousers were first around, they were often worn as part of a trouser suit. Reader, I tried this. With a long jacket, I looked like a clown; with a short jacket, I looked like Charlie Chaplin. A year on, I have figured out that trousers like this look best with a shirt or sweater, not a tailored jacket. These are the kind of mistakes you don’t have to make. Fools rush in, and all that.
How late is too late, though? Even if you think you have missed the boat, you have nothing to lose by jumping on board. There is a gardeners’ proverb that goes: “The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago, the second best time is today.” Or, as we say in fashion: be fashionably late. Even to fashion.
Hair and makeup: Sophie Higginson using Sam McKnight and Susanne Kauffman. Model: Marie at Milk. Jumper: Hush. Trousers by Raey from Matches. Earrings: Astley Clarke
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Experience: I’m a world champion pea thrower 
My current record is 44 metres – there’s definitely a special technique
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‘It’s not the most serious of sports’: Graham Butterworth at his allotment.  Photograph: Peter Flude/The Guardian
I’m the eldest of four kids from Portsmouth, and, growing up, we’d all fight for our father’s attention by trying to impress him in our endeavours, whether that was playing sports or singing. That competitive nature stayed with me – I’ve always enjoyed boxing and rugby, and when I joined the Royal Naval Reserve, I took part in a field gun competition, racing with antique guns through a number of obstacles.
That’s where I met my friend Ginge, who holds the record for the fastest climb of every peak in Africa. He co-founded the Edgar Evans Club in 2015 for ex-service personnel to take part in eccentric events in sleepy towns across the UK and raise money for local charities. Perhaps the weirdest was the Elver Eating World Championships in Gloucestershire – the eels were cooked with butter and garlic, and were actually quite tasty. I came second, but I wanted to win, so I told Ginge I should compete in something more suited to my skills.
He suggested the World Pea Throwing Championships, which are held in a pub in Lewes, East Sussex – no one knows exactly when they began, but some say about 40 years ago. “With your boxing skills and the size of your limbs, you should be good at that,” Ginge said. So in 2015, when I was 33, I began researching how to get small objects to travel a long way, and how much velocity you can generate if you throw them. I practised with a ball bearing, as it could travel further than anything else I tried.
The competition takes place in a narrow cobbled street outside the pub, lined with pea spotters stood side by side for about 40 metres holding tape measures. There were around 30 to 40 competitors from all over the world: Welsh, Scottish, Irish, South African, German and Dutch. We each had to pick a pea from a glass. The landlady looked bemused as I took my time picking the one I wanted to throw, choosing a perfectly round pea.
It’s about velocity and generating power quickly. I’m 6ft 3in with bloody long arms, so I’ve got an unfair advantage
The only rule is not to step beyond the throwing line. We had to beat the record of 26 metres. I was a bit nervous – Ginge had put pressure on me to win after I’d come second in the elver-eating championships.
Each competitor gets three attempts. My first throw came in at 24 metres, with my second at 26 metres. My third ended up being the winning throw, which came in at 28.6 metres. With that, I’d won the world championships, and came away with the infamous plaster of paris trophy – a gold hand holding a pea.
To my mind, if you throw a javelin, it’s very different from throwing a shot put, which is very different from skimming a stone. So there’s definitely a special technique to throwing peas – though I prefer to keep mine to myself as I want to win again. But it’s ultimately all about delivering the best velocity, having long limbs and generating a lot of power from your arm as quickly as possible. Because I’m 6ft 3in, with bloody long arms, I’ve got an unfair advantage. Cricketers, golfers, boxers and anyone who plays racket sports would do very well in pea throwing because it’s all about how quickly you can move your hand.
It’s not the most serious of sports, but winning felt like a minor achievement. I celebrated with a couple of pints of bitter. I now live by the maxim: “Give peas a chance.”
Two years later, after training a lot, I went to defend my title and was joined by an ex-navy mate who’s also a boxer. I thought he might beat me, but I was at an advantage in terms of having longer limbs to generate the power to throw. My second throw was the current pea-throwing record at 44 metres, which still stands today. I haven’t been able to attend the event since, but I fully intend to go back to win my third title.
I’ve also tried out other quirky competitions, like welly throwing, which I was terrible at. There’s a gravy-wrestling championship up north that I want to try. I love the element of theatre and playing to an audience while making a spectacle of myself – I just like the attention, really. But these things are always worth trying – you might go back home with a world championship under your belt, and that’s always a great story to tell over a pint.
As told to Yousif Nur
Do you have an experience to share? Email experience@theguardian.com
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Francis Spufford: ‘It was the sorrow of my life at age 10 that there wasn’t one more Narnia book to read’
The author on learning to read with JRR Tolkien, being in awe of Patricia Lockwood and the comforts of Katherine Addison
Francis Spufford  
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Ursula K Le Guin showed me that a built world could ring as true narratively as anything observed in the streets of this world’ … Francis Spufford. Photograph: Antonio Olmos/The Observer
My earliest reading memory
Tolkien’s The Hobbit, read around the time of my sixth birthday, when I was home from school with mumps. It turned me from a painstaking decoder of printed letters into someone flying through a new medium. Books have been portals for me ever since. Many other things too, but portals first.
My favourite book growing up
CS Lewis’s Narnia books. It was the sorrow of my life at the age of 10 that there wasn’t one more of them to read. A few years ago I found myself in a position to do something about that, at least for myself, but (cough) I am under legal obligations not to talk about it.
The book that changed me as a teenager
The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K Le Guin, which did things I didn’t know were allowed with gender and with the shape of story, and showed me that an imagined setting, a built world, could ring as true narratively as anything observed in the rooms or the streets of this world.
The writer who changed my mind
Alasdair Gray, for showing me you can make things out of parts of yourself you’re ashamed of. AS Byatt, for showing me how you can recreate other arts inside the container of the novel. Penelope Fitzgerald for demonstrating the mysterious elegance of extreme concision. The great American fantasist John Crowley, with his toymaker’s sentences, showing me you can hide the real subject of a story in the margins, in the spaces between chapters. But I could go on. My mind is still open to revision, thank God.
The book that made me want to be a writer
Again, many rather than one, offering moments of recognition when you realise: if this is what making a book is, I could do it. A kind of excited fellow-feeling. It’s a different sensation from the hat-off envy with which you greet a book you know you could never have written, as it comes from a different kind of mind. I feel that, with a barrowload of luck and a following wind, I might be able to produce something a bit like Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, generative of a similar kind of pleasure. (And that, in part, is what my new one Cahokia Jazz
means to be.) But I know I can’t ever resemble Patricia Lockwood: she of the astonishing criticism, the astonishing memoir-novels.
The book or author I came back to
Mrs Dalloway by Virginia Woolf. Inscrutably boring when I was 20, just a lot of posh partygoers yabbering on. Now a mesmerising celebration of the fluidity of experience itself.
The book I could never read again
E Nesbit’s The Story of the Amulet. A genuine pioneering masterpiece of children’s literature – but it contains a pogrom, played for laughs.
The book I am currently reading
I’ve just finished Jenny Erpenbeck’s The End of Days, a meditation on mortality and history that somehow manages to explore five entirely different destinies, moods and epochs within one forensic voice.
My comfort read
Katherine Addison’s fantasy The Goblin Emperor is hard to beat: a gentle drama in which the unprepared and accidental inheritor of a throne gradually and convincingly prevails by sheer goodness of heart. Witty, elegant, kind. Restores optimism; banishes 99.9% of Donald Trump from your consciousness.
 Cahokia Jazz by Francis Spufford is published by Faber. To support the Guardian and Observer, order your copy at guardianbookshop.com. Delivery charges may apply. 20p from every Guardian Bookshop order will support the Guardian and Observer’s charity appeal 2023, from Friday 8 December 2023 to Wednesday 10 January 2024.
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Berlin’s plan for driverless magnetic trains derided by climate groups
Local government proposal to revive 1980s M-Bahn described as energy-hogging and vain fantasy project
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Artist’s impression of the revived M-Bahn. Its supporters say the network would help Berlin reach net zero by 2045. Photograph: Graft GmbH
Plans for a driverless magnetic train that would swoop through Berlin and carry passengers and goods are under way as part of the local government’s attempts to boost the German capital’s green credentials.
The project, put forward by the city’s new conservative-led government, is said to have sufficient political backing and, say its backers, would help Berlin achieve its goal to become net zero by 2045.
A 5-7km pilot stretch of magnetic levitated railway (maglev) at an estimated cost of €80m-€85m (£70m-£74m) could be in use within two years, Dirk Stettner, the parliamentary faction leader of the Christian Democrats (CDU) has said, citing the advantages of a magnetic train above the existing, extensive underground and overground networks.
At a time when Berlin’s transport company, the BVG, is so short of drivers that it has reduced its timetable by about 7%, Stettner said the fact that the train was self-driving as well as cheaper and easier to construct than an underground line was a further advantage.
But environmentalists have condemned the plans, countering CDU claims that the trains were futuristic and calling them expensive, energy-hogging and vain instead.
The project seeks to resurrect the so-called M-Bahn of the 1980s, from Kreuzberg to Tiergarten in the western section of the city. A test-stretch was running by 1984, and was in regular use.

Illustration of a maglev train station. The project was put forward by Berlin’s new government. Photograph: Graft GmbH
It was dismantled in 1991, two years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, to allow for the restoration of the U2 underground line, which had been cauterised by the erection of the notorious cold war barrier that cut the city in two.
At a recent presentation of his plans, including slick architectural sketches, Stettner said there were many ideas on how to practically make use of a new M-Bahn in a city that retained the scars of division.
“We want to choose a good test route, which makes sense from a logistical point of view, and to ensure that it stays as part of a whole network and is not seen as temporary,” he said.
Ute Bonde, the head of the VBB transport network that links the neighbouring federal states of Berlin and Brandenburg, voiced her support for the plan and said Berlin, which remained heavily dependent on cars, was in need of innovative ideas to persuade people out of their cars and on to trains.
“This could be a useful extension to the existing railways in the city. It is quiet, cheaper and could be constructed as either an elevated or a low-level train, and could be run on solar power,” she told RBB24 radio station.

Illustration of a magnetic levitated railway station. Photograph: Graft GmbH
But environmentalists have questioned the veracity of the argument that the construction of the M-Bahn would contribute to better climate protection. They called instead for the expansion of the existing extensive infrastructure of overground and underground trains, trams and buses.
Tilmann Heuser of the Association for Environmental and Nature Protection said the idea was a “mockery for everyone who is serious about swiftly improving climate action”. He added: “It can’t be our goal to finance absurd projects like this.”
Heuser called for a more carefully thought through use of the climate funds. “The climate crisis is too much of a threat for us to play with it as if it was an excuse for a bit of fun. Fantasy projects made out of concrete will do nothing to contribute to climate protection goals,” he said.
Various inventors have been behind the creation and development of magnetic levitation rail, from the French American Émile Bachelet, whose electromagnetic levitation and propulsion train was first demonstrated in 1912, to the English inventor Eric Laithwaite, whose maglev creation was the first to operate commercially in Birmingham in the 1980s, later closing down over reliability issues.
German inventors are seen as the force behind modern monorail systems. But they are far more widespread elsewhere, such as in China and Japan, than in Europe.
In the mid-90s, there were plans for the first stretch of magnetic rail to link Berlin and Hamburg in less than an hour. However, the project, which had many opponents, including environmentalists, was abandoned in 2000 due to cost concerns.

Proposed station design. The scheme is at risk of falling victim to a lack of funding. Photograph: Graft GmbH
The new M-Bahn project could fall victim to a similar lack of funding before it has even properly begun, amid uncertainty over the future of the federal government’s multibillion-euro climate funds, its share of which the Berlin government was hoping to use for the scheme.
Last month Germany’s highest court blocked the federal government’s plan to shift leftover Covid-era aid to fund projects to tackle the climate emergency, leaving many policy decisions in limbo.
Taz, the Berlin daily, called it an “effrontery” that the project should be financed from climate funds.
“If the funds survive the court’s earthquake decision, they should be used to finance efficient ways to reduce CO2 emissions, and to adapt to climate change, not for willy-nilly ‘perhaps nice-to-haves’,” it wrote in an editorial.
The M-Bahn was the equivalent of the CDU “pointing the middle finger at the faces of climate protection advocates”, it added.
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Support for Gérard Depardieu comes from the France that is obsessed with its image and stuck in the past
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For many, he represents the nation’s cultural presence. But he is also a cause célèbre for those frightened by #MeToo and progressive change
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‘It is this conservative streak that Macron seeks to appeal to with his words of support for Depardieu.’ The president being interviewed on French television, 20 December 2023. Photograph: Ludovic Marin/AFP/Getty Images
I remember the moment my Scottish flatmate showed me a clip of Gérard Depardieu in Le Camion by Marguerite Duras from 1977, proof of his youthful attractiveness. As a woman born in France in the 1980s, my recent memory pictured him as a more imposing figure, someone prone to débordements in the sense of excess – a national treasure: a symbol of a certain Rabelaisian laisser-aller, an overindulgence of man’s appetites.
I won’t lie and say that the latest Depardieu controversy – the accusations of past rape and sexual assault – came as a shock in my parents’ home north of Paris, where I am spending the quiet days between Christmas and new year.
Indeed, neither his problematic, often ostentatiously sexist behaviour, nor the fervour of his support base in the industry came as a surprise to much of the French public. Even the publication of a letter from 56 supporters in the French press declaring solidarity with him, in the face of imminent social cancellation, felt like old news; for there had been a similar occurrence in 2018 and on a bigger scale. Then, the actor Catherine Deneuve and the writer Catherine Millet were among 100 signatories of a text in Le Monde calling for une autre parole (another discourse) on the #MeToo movement, just as it was gaining traction in France. The difference is that this time, the signatories have come to the defence of a single (powerful) man.
Yet as with that first anti-#MeToo open letter, the language of this one seems to miss the point. The title of this text, published by the rightwing paper Le Figaro on 25 December, is a plea to not “erase” Depardieu. Presumably that is addressed to the French public. But do its authors – for the main part, members of the French film and media industry – suppose that a public response to allegations of rape and sexual misconduct have, alone, the power to “erase” a superstar from the cultural landscape?
The letter praises Depardieu as “probably the greatest French actor alive”, and “one of the last sacred giants of French cinema”. It is this, it seems – this status – that should be protected.
In his response to the Depardieu allegations on 20 December, the French president, Emmanuel Macron, claimed that equality between men and women has been the central battle of his presidency since his first mandate begun in 2017, and he implored a panel of journalists to let justice do its work. “I cannot stand a manhunt,” he said, hailing the actor as a source of pride for France. This makes me think that the Depardieu story is more than just another example of the culture-war positioning of an older generation of French men and women: what it is really about is a reactionary protectionism of France’s cultural presence in the world.
Macron was asked whether he supported the removal from Depardieu of his Légion d’honneur, the highest distinction in France, founded by Napoleon in 1802 as a reward for services éminents rendered to the country. Among the eminent services the recipient of the Légion d’honneur may render is participation in le
rayonnement culturel de la France. This phrase borrows from the metaphor of the sun, its rays shining out on to the surrounding world, and that, his supporters say, is Depardieu, whose art reflects well on France, its values and its art de vivre. But not all public figures so benefit. The once feted author Gabriel Matzneff gathered no public support when he was exposed as a paedophile in 2020.
In France, particularly in conservative France, there is a strong attachment to the idea of cultural prestige. It is an attribute many think the rest of the world still envies. The problem is the enduring notion that French culture at its core can only be one thing – an echo of the past. It is this conservative streak that Macron seeks to appeal to with his words of support for Depardieu. They also helpfully divert the conversation from the president’s current political troubles over immigration.
I deplore lazy depictions of France as depraved by a British and American press that seizes on every new case of sexual harassment with alacrity. I note, for example, that no effort was made to present the alleged behaviour of Prince Andrew as an inherently British phenomenon.
Still, who can argue with Annie Ernaux – the Nobel prize-winning author – who recently described France as a “truly sexist country”. Given the continued lack of interest in women’s voices in the public discourse today – at least in the higher spheres of power – surely it is.
 
	Elsa Court is a lecturer in French at the University of Oxford

	Do you have an opinion on the issues raised in this article? If you would like to submit a response of up to 300 words by email to be considered for publication in our letters section, please click here.
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NFL playoff race: Dolphins and Ravens throw down for No 1 seed and bye
Miami and Baltimore meet with the Ravens able to clinch the No 1 seed with the Dolphins aiming to stay in the hunt and win the AFC East
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Miami’s Tyreek Hill has emerged as a Most Valuable Player candidate during a historic season with the Dolphins. Photograph: Patrick Smith/Getty Images
As the regular season draws to a close, we’ll take a look each Friday at a game likely to affect the playoff race, along with the teams whose fortunes are rising and falling. And, so we don’t neglect the also-rans, we’ll see which teams are in the hunt for next year’s No 1 pick.
Game of the week
Miami Dolphins (11-4) v Baltimore Ravens (12-3)
Story of the season: The unstoppable force meets the immovable object. Miami enter with the most explosive attack in the NFL guided by head coach Mike McDaniel. The 40-year-old offensive schemer has wrung every last drop of talent from his roster to record a league-best 411 yards per game that features the devastating speed of Tyreek Hill at wide receiver. His brilliance is impossible to overstate; 70 more yards will push him over 1,700 on the season and a career high at 29 years old. On the other side of the field stands John Harbuagh, 21 years McDaniel’s senior, wielding the league’s finest defense fresh from shredding the Super Bowl favorite San Francisco 49ers. Baltimore brutalized Brock Purdy as they have done to opposing quarterbacks all season while giving up the league’s fewest points per game at 16. So that should make the Ravens the favorites come February. That is then, though. Now, the prize for the only two teams in the AFC to have clinched a postseason spot so far: the all-important No 1 seed and a juicy first-round playoff bye.
What the Dolphins need to do to win: Miami have a mammoth task in maintaining their offensive machine without Jaylen Waddle due to a high ankle sprain. The Dolphins will miss his superior speed and skill as a No 2 mean defenses are kept from marking a No 1 – Hill – out of the game. A look at last season’s spectacular 42-38 win at Baltimore points to the quarterback Tua Tagovailoa’s ability to rise in the face of extreme pressure. Miami’s QB threw six touchdowns on the day as his team roared back with 28 points in the final quarter. Hill’s unrivalled quickness still hands Miami an advantage over Baltimore’s secondary without Waddle though. Nobody is quicker so McDaniel can keep the Ravens running uphill by getting the ball into Hill’s hands and forcing the same errors in coverage that allowed such an epic comeback last season.
What the Ravens need to do to win: “It’s all about trying to make things look different and to lie to the quarterback as much as possible,” the Ravens secondary coach Chris Hewitt said in November. Baltimore’s disguised coverages cooked up by Hewitt and defensive coordinator, Mike Macdonald, put Purdy in an epic tailspin on Christmas Day and have been lethal all year leading to league best figures in sacks (53), takeaways (26) and a miserly average of 4.5 yards per play. Macdonald has to have faith in his unit’s ability to befuddle Miami into coughing up the ball by using their signature simulated pressure – making it look like the blitz is coming when it’s not – then arrowing Jadeveon Clowney in to ransack the offensive line. The pass rush may only blitz 21% of the time but win 46% of those efforts, the third-best rate in the NFL. Stay patient, pull the trigger at the right moment and Tagovailoa could fall, like most others have, under such head-swimming shadow play.

Baltimore Ravens quarterback Lamar Jackson (8) runs against the San Francisco 49ers during the first half of Monday’s game. Photograph: Jed Jacobsohn/AP
Playoff race risers and fallers
Rising: Detroit Lions
Head coach, Dan Campbell, has turned Detroit around completely since taking over. A once doomed franchise are 11-4 and can now boast winning their division for the first time in 30 years. The Lions’ impressive record also confirms a home playoff game for only the third time since 1957. The NFC’s No 1 seed is even still on the table but the No 2 sport is more realistic with the 49ers ahead if they win their final two games. To earn the second ticket they have to start by landing another milestone in their incredible season: beating the 10-5 Dallas Cowboys. Campbell should be confident as the Lions’ destructive offensive line coupled with David Montgomery and Jahmyr Gibbs, the best one-two punch running back duo in the NFL (both on pace for 1,000 yards), are peaking while the Cowboys’ offense has misfired against Super Bowl contenders this year. Another win on Saturday night will have Detroit feeling more than mere contenders.
Falling: Kansas City Chiefs
The NFL’s perennial darlings. The Super Bowl champions. Patrick Mahomes ... losing to the Las Vegas Raiders. On paper, this is nothing to worry too much about. The Raiders have a good defense that interim head coach, Antonio Pierce, has improved and the year of parity dictates any team has a shot even against a juggernaut. Kansas City will still cruise into the playoffs, too. But, the manner of Mahomes’ struggles with Las Vegas highlight a malaise on offense he is now contributing to rather than battling to overcome. Throwing a pick-six on the play after your running back fumbles for a Raiders touchdown is sloppiness that has been an unlikely hallmark of a relatively poor season. After seven years of KC holding the crown, relying on a win over the Bengals or Chargers to clinch another AFC West title is unfamiliar ground for head coach, Andy Reid.
Race for No 1 pick
The Chicago Bears remain in the box seat for the top pick of the 2024 draft as owners of Carolina’s first round selection next year. The Panthers sit at 2-13 and very close to clinching the contest for Chicago while the 3-12 Arizona Cardinals are now the only realistic chance of snatching the first pick. The likelihood of the Panthers winning out: thin. But what is intriguing is how their offense continues to improve under interim head coach, Chris Tabor. The quarterback Bryce Young’s 312 yards, two touchdowns and no interceptions in a 33-30 defeat to Green Bay were his best figures to date and should instil confidence for a statement victory over the Jacksonville Jaguars on Sunday. The Jags must win to stay top of the AFC South. Four losses in succession, the latest of which allowing Tampa Bay to drop 30 points on them without reply, suggest they may struggle and therefore keep Arizona, defeat incoming against Philadelphia, in contention.
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L’Oréal heiress and board member is first woman to amass $100bn fortune
Françoise Bettencourt Meyers, whose grandfather founded the company in 1909, became $28.6bn richer
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Françoise Bettencourt Meyers and her family continue to hold a 35% stake in the cosmetics giant. Photograph: Vim/ABACA/REX/Shutterstock
The L’Oréal heiress and businesswoman, Françoise Bettencourt Meyers, has become the first woman to amass a fortune of $100bn.
Bettencourt Meyers, who is French, broke through the barrier on Thursday thanks to a rise in the share price of the cosmetics empire she inherited from her mother, who also held the title of the world’s richest woman until her death in 2017.
L’Oréal was founded in 1909 by Eugène Schueller, Bettencourt Meyers’s grandfather, to manufacture and market a hair dye he had invented.
Based in the north-western Parisian suburb of Clichy, in the region of Hauts-de-Seine, it has grown into a globe-straddling colossus valued at €241bn (£209bn) on the Paris stock exchange.
Celebrities and supermodels such as Cindy Crawford, Beyoncé and Pénelope Cruz have helped advertise the brand, often using its slogan: “Because I’m worth it.”
The famously reclusive Bettencourt Meyers, 70, and her family, remain the largest shareholders with a stake of nearly 35%, the value of which has helped her wealth balloon by $28.6bn this year to reach $100bn, according to the Bloomberg Billionaires Index.
Bettencourt Meyers was far from alone in growing richer during a year in which the fortunes of billionaires generally increased significantly, even as the cost of living crisis affected countries across the world.
Of the world’s 50 richest people, 12 lost money in 2023 while the remainder watched their piles grow, albeit without adjusting for inflation. Of the top 500, 77% grew richer, some by almost unimaginable sums.
In a list dominated by men, mostly from the US, Bettencourt Meyers remains 12th in a ranking topped by Elon Musk, the Tesla and SpaceX founder.
The South African born space enthusiast is worth $232bn after the soaring share price of his electric car empire offset a slump in the value of X since he bought it.
Bettencourt Meyers was not the highest-placed French person. Bernard Arnault, the luxury goods tycoon, has a $179bn fortune that has grown by $16.9bn in 2023, thanks to the performance of his LVMH (Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton) group.





Moments of hope  Horses  
With Purdie the miniature horse in the world, suddenly everything seemed brighter
Hannah Jane Parkinson

At the beginning of a new year after an awful one, a trip to an animal sanctuary helped to pull me from the depths
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Purdie the falabella, sponsored by Hannah Jane Parkinson and her friend, at Raystede animal sanctuary, Sussex.
It is early January 2023. The beginning of a new year after an awful one. I’m hoping to slough it off with fresh snowfall, or a promising work project, maybe a surprise Taylor Swift drop; something wholesome to kickstart the year.
It’s a close friend’s birthday, a date that secured its place in history back when members of Maga Facebook groups rushed the seat of US democracy in a frothing rage at everything and nothing.
Before that, it was a date significant to me as the start of Julian-calendar Christmas traditions in Russia, where I once lived. Minus 20C, breaking into the ice: bobbing one, two, three times. A towel thrown around my shoulders. I felt both more alive and never more convinced that I was going to die.
But now this day is to celebrate my friend. On our birthdays we give arrays of gifts, from the silly to the sumptuous; the lighthearted to the luxurious. But this year I cannot. This year, because of the awful year preceding, and indeed the one before that, I have no means.
I spent a long time in a dark bedroom with only the blue light of a phone and apps that had been developed solely so I would throw money at them, and so I did. Even with the introduction of more pills with multiple end-of-the-alphabet consonants, I could not stop. Now I sit in cold churches on wooden chairs and hold polystyrene cups of tea and talk about it.
So this year: no piles of gifts. This year, something – someone – else. My friend’s obsession, unlike mine, is harmless. You see, she loves falabellas. Fala-what? Falabellas. Miniature horses.
I find a falabella-pony cross located a short train journey away. She is called Purdie. Purdie has my blond hair. She could be a direct descendant. I sponsor her per month on behalf of my friend and go to Snappy Snaps (wondering, perennially, how it stays in business) and print off a photo of Purdie, posing, her club foot pointed out like a go-go dancer. My friend is thrilled.
On the train on the way to visit, we bring bananas, because the people at the farm tell us Purdie loves banana skins. Imagine being so easily pleased, I think. And then I realise that I am that easily pleased, because I get to eat the bananas.
We arrive in the town, famous for its Bonfire Night, and visit its 15th-century bookshop, which has a ceiling so low I feel at least two vertebrae compress in real time. The weather is cold. When I was a kid I owned bright red gloves from the Liverpool Football Club shop and my hands are the same colour now because I am stupid enough for them to be bare. My breath in the air is like the steam coming up from a New York grate.
Purdie is, obviously, a delight. I pat her proudly. I ask many questions, possibly too many questions. Her mane falls on the left, which is apparently unusual. She is about to enter her thirties, a few years younger than I am. I want to bend down and whisper to Purdie: “Do you feel it too, the ennui?” Or maybe: “Did you also lose thousands of pounds to online gambling?” Or perhaps: “You are a symbol of my love.”
I feed her the banana skins. In the farm gift shop, a woman almost trips over the lead of her excitable dog: “Margot, please,” she says, swivelling to look at an unrepentant yorkie.
At dinner, neither my friend nor I can decide on skinny fries or fat chips, so we order both. We spontaneously see a film before drinks. But the last train is due, so I feign casualness and leave accompanied by a couple of centimetres of cognac still in its glass. The ice cubes jangle like stolen jewels.
It’s the kind of day trip I don’t really take any more. Or haven’t since the globe left us dizzy in its new strangeness and coughing became a borderline criminal offence. Since it started – the dark room and the blue light. And then everything else got worse, too: the skin-picking and the hoarding, until the DSM verged on a choose your own adventure.
This year will be an improvement, I decide, although things are never quite that simple when it comes to a brain made of snakes. But try really hard for Purdie, I think, which is actually also a way of saying: try really hard because there are kind people in the world who look after abandoned animals. And because your beautiful and smart friend exists, and all of your other beautiful and smart friends. And 15th-century bookshops exist, and the joys of spontaneous film-watching and Courvoisier and crisp air combined with blue skies.
And when, 12 months later, my editor asks me to write about a moment of hope, I can recall a few things, rather than none. And then I think, specifically: Purdie. Whose mane falls on the left and who loves banana skins.
Hannah Jane Parkinson is the author of The Joy of Small Things (Guardian Faber, £8.99). To support the Guardian and Observer, order your copy at guardianbookshop.com. Delivery charges may apply.
 
	Do you have an opinion on the issues raised in this article? If you would like to submit a response of up to 300 words by email to be considered for publication in our letters section, please click here.







Leonard Barden on chess  Magnus Carlsen  
Chess: Magnus Carlsen World Rapid champion again and targets Blitz 
Carlsen won his fifth World Rapid crown at Samarkand on Thursday with an unbeaten 10/13 total, and now goes for his seventh Blitz title over 21 rounds
Leonard Barden  
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'I wasn't in trouble': The moment Magnus Carlsen won his fifth World Rapid championship – video
Magnus Carlsen, the highest ranked player in history, led a 202-player field almost all the way to retain his World Rapid crown at Samarkand on Thursday with an unbeaten 10/13 total, seven wins and six draws.
It was the fifth Rapid title for the Norwegian, 33, who abdicated his classical crown last year as he preferred faster time limits. In rapid chess, each player has 15 minutes for all the moves plus 10 additional seconds for each move starting from move one.
Final leading scores were Carlsen (Norway) 10/13, Vladimir Fedoseev (Slovenia) 9.5, Yu Yangyi (China) and 11 other players on 9 including the world No 2, Fabiano Caruana, and the teenagers Volodar Murzin, 17, Rameshbabu Praggnanandhaa, 18, and Nodirbek Abdusattorov, 19.
The direct encounter between Fedoseev and Carlsen proved the Rapid decider, as the No 1 enticed the white king up the board into a mating attack.
Carlsen said “It feels great. I thought the key moment was against Fedoseev. He is the only one who could catch me. Sometimes I was playing my games a little bit too safe, but I don’t think I was ever really in trouble.”

3800: Harry Pillsbury v Geza Maroczy, Paris 1900. White to move and win. Pillsbury, winner of the first Hastings in 1895, was a US legend for his multitask skills, which included instant recall of a list of 30 obscure words prepared by professors.
Anastasia Bodnaruk, a 31-year-old Russian playing under a neutral Fide flag, was the surprise champion of the Women’s World Rapid after winning a blitz play-off 2.5-1,5 against India’s Humpy Koneru. Le Tingjie (China) was third. All three scored 8.5/11. Koneru lost on time in the decisive playoff game.
On Friday and Saturday Carlsen will aim for his seventh world blitz title over 21 rounds, where each player has just three minutes for the entire game plus two seconds per move increment. Games will be broadcast live online (10 am start).
Earlier, Carlsen demolished Tigran L Petrosian (no relation of the former world champion) by exploiting the Armenian’s weakened king defences. The creative Daniil Dubov and the rising talent Murzin both won miniatures. The world under-8 champion, Roman Shogdzhiev, beat two grandmasters, with the final stages of one of his victories captured on video. There were blunders, too. This game is the nearest you will ever get to a grandmaster falling for Scholar’s Mate.
Offboard, the main controversy was about Fide’s new detailed dress code for the World Rapid/Blitz, and its first victim, the Netherlands WIM and streamer Anna-Maja Kazarian, who was fined €100 for wearing what she denied were sports sneakers.
Meanwhile, the race for the two final spots in the 2023 Candidates, which will decide the challenger to China’s Ding Liren, has continued. India’s Dommaraju Gukesh is sure of the Fide Circuit place, but the question of who takes the rating spot will go down to the wire on Friday morning, and possibly even beyond that.
Alireza Firouzja, needing to make up rating points on the USA’s Wesley So, had the help of the French federation, which arranged a series of mini-matches against hand-picked veteran grandmasters in Firouzja’s home town Chartres. The former Iranian needed to win all six games to pass So, but failed at the final hurdle where he offered a draw in a lost position against Sergey Fedorchuk. Following protests from the US federation and others, Fide is likely to refuse to rate the Chartres event as artificially staged for Firouzja’s benefit.
Firouzja then made a very late entry to the Rouen Open, starting 26 December and ending on Friday, the last possible date for inclusion on Fide’s 1 January rating list.
Simultaneously, Firouzja’s Chartres clubmate Gata Kamsky, who challenged for the Fide world title in 1996, also entered Rouen. This time, all went well for Firouzja. He won his first five games in good style, then, on Thursday evening, triumphed in his key game against Kamsky. With the Chartres matches excluded, Firouzja’s live rating is now up to 2758 against 2757 for So.
Firouzja still has a final hurdle to overcome, round seven at Rouen on Friday morning. By a strange quirk of fate, his opponent will be 71-year-old Kamran Shirazi, a former champion of Iran and also the player, who when competing in the United States, lost the shortest game ever in the history of the US Championship (Shirazi v John Peters, Berkeley, California 1984: 1 e4 c5 2 b4 cxb4 3 a3 d5 4 exd5 Qxd5 5 axb4?? Qe5+ 0-1)
This week’s action still has some potential to end up in Lausanne in the Court of Arbitration for Sport, but less than it did before Rouen. Whatever the final outcome, Firouzja is still only 20 and will have at least another four attempts at the world title, which has a two-year cycle, in the prime of his career.
The 97th edition of the Caplin Hastings Masters, the world’s longest running annual congress, got under way on Thursday with all eyes on Shreyas Royal, The 14-year-old from Greenwich, South London, is hunting his third and final grandmaster norm, although he will also need to achieve a 2500 Fide rating (at present it is 2438) to be awarded the title.
The late Tony Miles was 20 when he became Britain’s first grandmaster in 1976. Nigel Short became a GM at 19 in 1984, followed by Adams at 17 in 1989, McShane at 16 years seven months in 2000, and David Howell at 16 years one month in 2007. Royal, whose first GM norm was achieved at a record 13 years nine months, and gained his second at the recent London Classic, is well placed to set a new landmark at Hastings or later.
Royal began well in Thursday’s opening round, outclassing his amateur opponent, 1907-rated Luke Honey.
3600 1 Qh6 Qxe5 2 Qxh7+! Kxh7 3 Kg2 mate.





Television  
‘I’d sell a kidney for a Jarvis Cocker Spitting Image puppet!’ The collectors who’ll do anything for a TV treasure
They trawl auctions, hunt through archives – and sometimes end up with a decomposing latex head. Meet the people who will stop at (almost) nothing to get a legendary prop

Nell Frizzell  
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Chris Balcombe with what is believed to be the oldest surviving Dalek from the Doctor Who. Photograph: Chris Balcombe
What makes a treasure? Is it rarity, sentimentality, beauty? Or is it being a thick rubber dolphin with a working blowhole?
When my editor asked me to track down people who owned television treasure, my first thought was to try Nathaniel Metcalfe, the comedian and broadcaster, now starring in James Acaster’s podcast Springleaf. If anyone knew about strange and esoteric cultural artefacts, it would be him. His reply was exactly as I’d suspected: “After [TV star] Peter Wyngarde died, his estate sold all of his stuff at auction during Covid. I bid on his own home VHS recording of his appearance on the Lenny Henry Show because I loved the idea of having something so obscure. But I was outbid when even that sailed past the £30 limit I had earmarked for it.” I was disappointed. Then came a follow-up: “Do you know Tom Neenan? He bought one of the old Spitting Image puppets in an auction. He couldn’t afford any of the famous ones so ended up with a latex puppet head of a dolphin that is now decomposing.”
My interest, as you can imagine, was piqued. Tom Neenan is a comedy writer, script editor, comedian and actor who actually worked on the current Spitting Image, as well as The Mash Report, Hypothetical, The Last Leg, Have I Got News for You and many radio comedies too, including The Now Show and The News Quiz. He’s a successful man. So why did he decide to invest in an animatronic dolphin? And is it really decomposing?
“It’s not in bad shape actually; it’s quite chunky,” Tom tells me. “Although it’s foam latex, so I do know that there will come a day when it is just dust. I’ve accepted that.” For Neenan, the idea of owning something that once played a role in a piece of comedy history is twinned with a love of puppetry. “It has a mechanism to make the eyes blink and it has a squirty thing that makes water come out of its blowhole. It’s a beautiful piece of work and machinery as well,” he says. “Obviously they’re grotesque but there is a beauty in their grotesqueness.” I tentatively suggest that his dolphin looks quite like Gregg Wallace. He doesn’t hang up.

The dolphin Spitting Image puppet, bought by the comedian Nathaniel Metcalfe.
So I venture another question; where does he keep it? “At the minute it’s in a glass case in a crawl space in my attic. I know it’s safe up there and it’s slightly temperature controlled. When I finally get a library in my house, it will have pride of place.” Is there any piece of television treasure he’s still holding out for? “There is a Spitting Image puppet of Jarvis Cocker from the 90s that’s really spindly and awesome. If that came up I’d consider selling a kidney or something to buy it,” says Neenan. “Oh and I’m building a Dalek at the minute. It’s based on the plans for the new series and it’s all built by me but I’m very jealous of people who have a screen-used Dalek.”
Ah yes, Daleks. Holy mackerel, there is a wealth of Doctor Who collectors, hunters and enthusiasts out there, meeting up in conference centres, museums and online message boards to compare their wares. It is on one such website that I first came across Chris Balcombe, a man who owned and restored an original 1960s Dalek.
“So many of us collect stuff we remember being affected by, terrified by, intrigued by,” says Balcombe. “I was probably first scared by the Daleks around 1965, when I would have been five.” I ask Chris to tell me the story of how he got his Dalek. “It’s quite a long story, I’m warning you,” he says, before explaining that he bought the rear-third of the extraterrestrial from the show’s producer John Nathan-Turner at a “Doctor Who Day,” then did “some research” to work out that it came from a front half currently being used as a “walk-in Dalek” at an exhibition in Llangollen. After some canny negotiations, he had a whole Dalek – even if it did mean him exchanging other collectibles including a giant fly used in a Jon Pertwee episode.
We sold a bottle of Peckham Spring Water for £6,000 – it was the only one David Jason ever signed
Andrew Stowe, auctioneer
It is now on show at the National Motor Museum at Beaulieu. Why did he lend it out, I wonder? “A lot of stuff is in private collections and it’s never seen,” says Balcombe. “But I’ve always been very open. Also, it frees up some room in the garage.”
Sometimes, these treasures are almost lost altogether. A bottle of the famous Peckham Spring Water that featured in the 1992 Christmas special of Only Fools and Horses was recently sold at auction – after very nearly ending up in a tip. “Last year we sold a different bottle of Peckham Spring Water for £6,000, which was the only one David Jason ever signed,” says Andrew Stowe, associate director, auctioneer and valuer at Auctioneum. “That encouraged a gentleman who was a cameraman on the episode to come forward with his own bottle. He was having a bit of a clear-out, mentioned to his daughter that he was chucking the bottle away, and she told him it might be worth quite a lot of money!”
Stowe has also sold Compo’s costume from Last of the Summer Wine, the “Fallen Madonna with the Big Boobies” painting from ’Allo ’Allo! and Ronnie Barker’s original script for the “four candles” sketch. “The original owner was clearing out a relative’s house and literally found it in a bedroom drawer,” says Stowe. “It was then taken on an episode of Antiques Roadshow and bought with a view to make a profit. They valued it for £1,000 to £2,000. We sold it for £28,000 in 2018.” Who bought it, I ask? “I’m not actually allowed to say much,” says Stowe, “because they were very famous.”
It may seem strange that in an era of archives, internet databases and online auctions, treasures can still get lost. But nosing around on the gloriously lo-fi website missing-episodes.com I realise just how many slices of television history have been wiped, erased, junked or simply taped over; and how many people dedicate significant time to finding them. People like Ray Langstone. “I’m a weed-smoking cripple,” laughs Langstone, who suffers from chronic sciatica. “I do it all in the warmest rooms in my unheated flat.”

The 60th anniversary Doctor Who exhibition at the National Motor Museum in Beaulieu includes 
Chris Balcombe’s Dalek (left). Photograph: Chris Balcombe
His first discovery was an episode of 60s/70s discussion show Late Night Line-Up, which he found in a university archive in Brighton. “I have no shyness whatsoever, which is a wonderful advantage for someone who’s Aspergic like myself. So I got in touch with [the show’s presenter] Joan Bakewell to tell her that it was sitting in the archive, even though the BBC didn’t have it. And that’s when I got the suspicion that I might be quite good at this.”
For years, Langstone didn’t have his own computer so was doing all this at his local library. “I’m dirt poor – my benefits don’t go far. But I used to work in telemarketing. So, when I saw something on a forum about an interview with someone who had a David Bowie tape, I called him and it turns out he was a cameraman called John Henshall. That’s how I discovered a videotape of David Bowie doing the Jean Genie. When I told the BBC about it, they were very excited.” Langstone has also found a lost episode of Orson Welles’ Around The World in the archive of the University of Wisconsin and the soundtrack to something called Pig Farming Today in the archive of The Museum of English Rural Life, in Reading. “They’re like Egyptian pots,” says Langstone. “Sometimes you find thimble-sized fragments, and sometimes you find the whole thing.”
Talking of hardware, Fil Baker – a drummer now living in Dorset – owns a paving slab originally used in the pilot of The Inbetweeners. “We got a note through the letterbox regarding using our house to shoot a pilot for something that had a working title of Baggy Trousers,” Baker tells me. “The chap who was behind it was the son of one of the teachers at my kids’ school. So they knew the area and wanted that kind of house. We jumped at the chance.” The crew took over for about a week, including filming a pivotal scene on the front drive. “One of the lads painted I Heart Carly D’Amato all over the entrance to our house,” laughs Baker. “They did scrub it all off afterwards, I should say. But on the path up to the front door there were some fairly large concrete slabs. An artist came along and made really quite convincing MDF replicas, which they laid over the existing ones and then wrote ‘I love Carly D’Amato’ all over them as well.” Magpies collect glittery things; Baker collects bits of wood and MDF. “They’re all stacked up in the garage,” Baker tells me. “They even moved house with us.” Does he get them out at Christmas to show his guests, I wonder? He laughs again. “Only when they’ve outstayed their welcome.”





New music for 2024  Pop and rock  
Interview
Chappell Roan, pop’s next big thing: ‘I grew up thinking being gay was a sin’
Shaad D'Souza
She was raised as a ‘God girl’ in smalltown Missouri, but was enthralled by stars like Kesha and Lady Gaga. Now, she has embraced her queerness – and released a gloriously tasteless debut album
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‘If it’s not bold, if it’s not ruffling feathers, what’s the point?’ Chappell Roan.  Photograph: Ryan Lee Clemens
From Missouri, US
Recommended if you like Scissor Sisters, Shania Twain, Carly Rae Jepsen
Up next Supporting Olivia Rodrigo’s Guts tour in North America
In a decidedly risk-averse, self-consciously tasteful pop landscape, Chappell Roan stands out. The 25-year-old singer-songwriter’s debut album, The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess, is one of the most over-the-top, gloriously tasteless debuts in recent memory. It sounds, at turns, like Patsy Cline, 80s Madonna and RuPaul at his nastiest. Here is Roan’s idea of a poignant hook, on the breakup ballad Casual: “Knee deep in the passenger seat / And you’re eating me out / Is it casual now?”
Roan was born Kayleigh Rose Amstutz in the minuscule Ozarks town of Willard, Missouri, and raised a “God girl”, attending church three times a week. She was enthralled and scandalised by the pop music of the late 00s and early 10s, such as Kesha, Lady Gaga and Katy Perry. The video for Lady Gaga’s Alejandro came out when Roan was in middle school: “I was like: ‘Oh my god, is this porn?’”
She grew up “feeling very different” and knew from a young age that she wanted to be a star. “I loved watching award shows,” she says. In her early teens, Roan started writing songs on a whim, because she was “in love” with an older Mormon student and thought she “had to write the greatest love song of all time”.
Watch the video for Pink Pony Club.
By her late teens, she was signed to Atlantic Records, which had been impressed by the cover videos she had posted on YouTube. She adopted her stage name in honour of her late grandfather, Dennis Chappell, and his favourite song, Marty Robbins’ The Strawberry Roan. She was soon flying across the US for writing and recording sessions. Roan thought she had won the lottery. “I was 17 and I thought I was gonna win a Grammy,” she says. “It’s funny, because, when you sign to a label, that’s when the real work begins.”
For much of her late teens and early 20s, Roan hustled in development. In 2020, she began working in Los Angeles with Dan Nigro, soon to find fame for his work with Olivia Rodrigo. She was terrified and thrilled by being in a big city for the first time, “shaking in Trader Joe’s” when she saw women shopping for groceries in sports bras – an extreme no-no in Willard. She was elated to find queer freedom in West Hollywood’s storied gay bars. “I grew up thinking being gay was bad and a sin,” she says. “I went to the gay club once and it was so impactful, like magic. It was the opposite of everything I was taught.”
Immediately after her first visit to a gay club, Roan wrote Pink Pony Club, a showtune-style empowerment anthem that has become her calling card (“Won’t make my mama proud / It’s gonna cause a scene”). Shortly after its release, Atlantic dropped her, feeling the single had underperformed, and she moved back home, heartbroken. “I felt like a failure, but I knew deep down I wasn’t,” she says.
Back in Willard, she worked at a drive-thru coffee kiosk and “schemed” about how she was going to get back to LA. She saved enough money to move west once more and gave herself 12 months: “I was like: I have no money, but I’m gonna push through; if nothing happens by the end of next year, it’s a sign I need to move back home.”
In LA, Roan resumed working with Nigro and signed with Amusement, his imprint at Island Records. The songs from those sessions became Midwest Princess, which has now been streamed tens of millions of times. It’s the kind of album – and uncompromising success story – that would make the gonzo pop divas Roan idolised as a tween proud. “If it’s not bold, if it’s not ruffling feathers, what’s the point?” she says.





Fashion  
From leather harnesses to sparkly lab coats: the best TV style of 2023
Sexy, tea-stained, repurposed – the small screen served up an embarrassment of sartorial delights this year, from the homely to the high-fashion
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Buckling up … Ncuti Gatwa’s Eric in Sex Education. Photograph: Samuel Taylor/Netflix
2023 has been another bumper year for TV costume departments. From the silk-lined luxury of Succession to the haute couture return of And Just Like That, opulent period-dressing in The Gilded Age and dystopian distress in The Last of Us, clothing on the small screen has been central to character, evocative of mood – as well, simply, as serving some sartorial flair to inspire those of us on the sofa. Here’s our pick of some of the best and most memorable outfits from the year’s television.
Sex Education – Ncuti Gatwa’s club look
Season four of Sex Education saw Ncuti Gatwa’s Eric fully embrace his queer identity, thanks to the influence of a newfound group of friends. And, fittingly, on a night out to a queer club, Eric donned one of his most expressive outfits yet, featuring an orange leather harness and choker, ripped green tank top and plaid skirt. It’s a glorious mishmash of texture and colour, reflecting his character’s joy in experimentation. With his new role as Doctor Who on the horizon, Gatwa promises even more memorable looks for 2024, including a swaggering 70s leather trenchcoat.
The Last of Us – Murray Bartlett’s flannels

Getting shirty … Murray Bartlett in The Last of Us. Photograph: HBO/Warner Media
One of 2023’s most moving TV episodes came courtesy of Murray Bartlett and Nick Offerman’s love story during the dystopian drama The Last of Us. Embracing the show’s hostile setting, the characters were dressed in sheepskin coats and rugged outdoor clothing. It was Bartlett’s flannels that provided a homely, human counterpoint – and a reminder of the domesticity that had largely been lost in a world now-brimming with infected zombies. Coincidentally high fashion in 2023 – see Kate Moss’s flannel moment on the Bottega Veneta spring/summer catwalk – Bartlett’s worn shirts were an understated touch of comfort.
The Crown – Dodi’s suits

Baggy boy … Khalid Abdalla as Dodi Fayed. Photograph: Keith Bernstein
The final season of Netflix’s The Crown brought an array of historical outfits for Elizabeth Debicki’s Diana, Princess of Wales, from her much-photographed blue Gottex swimsuit aboard Mohammed Al Fayed’s yacht to the oversized Polo shirts she made her signature. Yet, it was the baggy cut of Dodi Fayed’s suits that provided an unexpected highlight. Channelling the boxy silhouette of Michael Jordan’s 90s power suits, Khalid Abdalla’s Dodi gave us some menswear flair amid a tragic storyline.
Succession – Lukas Matsson’s flamboyant Swedish streetwear

Top brass … Alexander Skarsgård’s Lukas in Succession. Photograph: HBO
In a world of quiet, neutral, understated luxury, the final season of corporate drama Succession found an unlikely fashion star in the colourful wardrobe of Alexander Skarsgård’s tech entrepreneur Lukas Matsson. From his gold quilted Needles bomber jacket to a green Acme sweatsuit and head-to-toe Fjällräven, Skarsgard’s outfits reflected the brash way he liked to do business – and injected some much-needed fun into the otherwise drab palette of boardroom trauma.
The Bear – Ayo Edebiri’s workwear dungarees

Kitchen chic … Jeremy Allen White and Ayo Edebiri in The Bear. Photograph: Chuck Hodes/FX
Back in The Original Beef of Chicagoland, Jeremy Allen White donned his much-mythologised white T-shirt for the second season of The Bear. Aside from the $100 Merz b. Schwanen tee, season two’s starring outfits came courtesy of Ayo Edebiri’s workwear. Whether it was her white overalls or pink Stüssy pants, Edebiri elevated her functional kitchen fits with vintage T-shirts and Birkenstocks, putting a fresh spin on chef’s whites. While her character’s gift of a bespoke, double-breasted Thom Browne chef’s coat from White’s Carmy proved that there is a place for luxury beside the plancha grill.
And Just Like That… – Sarah Jessica Parker’s repurposed wedding dress

Out on the gown … Sarah Jessica Parker in And Just Like That… Photograph: Gotham/GC Images
Season one of Sex and the City sequel And Just Like That… had its fair share of eyebrow-raising looks – see Sarah Jessica Parker’s “culturally appreciative” lehenga – and this year’s second outing kept up the momentum, including Parker’s JW Anderson pigeon bag and the extremely brief return of Kim Cattrall dressed by original stylist Patricia Field. Yet, it was Parker’s repurposing of her Vivienne Westwood wedding dress that stole the show. Reclaiming the gown after it never made it down the aisle during the first SATC film, Carrie proudly recycled it for the Met Gala, marking a timely tribute to the late Westwood.
Slow Horses – Gary Oldman’s old trench coat

Back in the trenches … Gary Oldman in Slow Horses. Photograph: Jack English/Apple
We all have a wardrobe staple, a timeworn favourite we can’t seem to part with. For Gary Oldman’s curmudgeonly MI5 agent Jackson Lamb in the Apple TV+ drama Slow Horses, his tea-stained trench coat is so beloved there is barely a shot of him in the show without it. Looking like a Burberry trench if it was left out in the rain for a decade, Oldman’s coat is a tribute to all the somewhat unsightly pieces we should throw away but can’t bear to.
Lessons in Chemistry – Brie Larson’s accessorised lab coats

Making a statement … Brie Larson in Lessons in Chemistry. Photograph: Michael Becker/AP
Lab coats have never been so swish as in Brie Larson’s Apple TV+ adaptation of the bestselling novel, Lessons In Chemistry. Portraying her character Elizabeth Zott’s journey from lab tech to host of a cooking show, Larson wore customised white jackets throughout. Draped over signature green silk blouses and 50s knitwear, Larson’s coats were given shape and emphasis thanks to statement belts, embroidery and sequined lapels, proving that even the most formless blank canvas can shine.
Topboy – Jaq in Dries van Noten

Nylon revival … Saffron Hocking as Lauryn and Jasmine Jobson as Jaq in Top Boy. Photograph: Ana Blumenkron/Netflix
East London drama Top Boy has always grounded its characters’ criminal dealings in a blend of brands that reflects the city’s mix of streetwear. From high street names Nike and Uniqlo to cult favourites Trapstar and Fullypaid, the show’s outfits are usually every day and affordable. In its final season though, the wardrobe ramped up to reflect the gang’s higher status with Kano’s Sully in a grey shacket from Kith, while dealer Jaq sported a coveted printed Dries van Noten nylon jacket – a burst of colour on the grey London streets.





You be the judge  Life and style  
You be the judge: should my boyfriend stop eating so much butter?
For Pedro, olive oil is the epitome of healthy cooking, but Tom is firmly in the butter camp. You decide which of them is being fat-headed
Find out how to get a disagreement settled or become a You be the judge juror

Interviews by Georgina Lawton  @georginalawton  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 03.00 EST
Last modified on Fri 29 Dec 2023 04.11 EST



 Illustration: Igor Bastidas/The Guardian
The prosecution: Pedro
I don’t get why Brits cook everything in butter. It really won’t help reduce Tom’s ‘lockdown belly’
My boyfriend, Tom, and I are always battling in the kitchen, especially when it comes to frying food. He’s British with Indian heritage, and I’m Spanish.
I prefer using olive oil to cook, whereas he uses butter. I don’t understand why Brits want to use butter on everything. One time, Tom even fried bread in butter in the pan. It was delicious, but it was like a heart attack on a plate.
In Spain, we use olive oil for dipping bread, to fry fish and meat, and generally to cook everything with. In the UK, butter seems to be more popular. In my opinion, it makes the food really heavy. Compared with olive oil, butter contains lots of cholesterol and saturated fat, so it’s bad for your heart.
Tom has been struggling to lose his ‘lockdown belly’ – his words, not mine
Spain is the world’s largest olive oil producer, and there’s a reason why the Mediterranean diet is often called the best in the world. I come from northern Spain, near a place where a lot of people live to over 100. We walk a lot and we use olive oil in everything, and I reckon that’s the secret. I’ve noticed that in the UK olive oil seems to be used more seasonally: everyone drizzles it on salads in summer, but not to cook with year around.
Tom has been struggling to lose his “lockdown belly” – his words, not mine. He looks great, but cutting out butter would help him achieve his goals. He will literally fry a steak in butter on a Wednesday night. That’s too indulgent. He also uses butter to cook a vegetable stir-fry – that is blasphemy.
I think Tom’s addicted to the flavour of full-fat, salted butter. It’s kind of funny. When he has toast in the morning, I say, “Would you like some bread with your butter?”, because it’s absolutely slathered in it. When I catch him cooking our meals and he slices a huge knob of butter into a pan, I just sigh. Nothing can compare with the smell, taste and health benefits of extra virgin olive oil, so Tom should adjust to my way of doing things, especially if he wants to get serious about his health.
The defence: Tom
I’m not addicted to butter – I just like the taste. Olive oil just doesn’t have enough personality
There’s that famous Britney Spears moment in an interview, where she’s asked if her shopping habit “is an addiction”. And she says, “No, but it makes me happy”. That’s how I feel about butter. I could give it up, but I’m just used to the taste.
I grew up on a farm in the country and we bought our butter and milk fresh from a neighbour. I’m used to putting it on everything.
I realise that the taste of butter can be overpowering for some, but olive oil doesn’t have enough personality or flavour. Whereas if something has been cooked in butter, it feels rich and sumptuous. During winter, there’s nothing better than garlic butter greens to go with a nicely seasoned sirloin steak – real British cooking.
We once got into a heated row about how to season and fry a piece of fish
Pedro often jokes that British food is bad, but he actually loves everything I make. Butter isn’t particularly unhealthy unless it’s used in excess. Pedro will come over when I’m cooking, and make such a fuss. He will say: “Dios mio you’re going to give us a heart attack.” It’s all very dramatic.
Pedro is also a fantastic cook, but he’s a lot more health-conscious than me and doesn’t use as much spice and seasoning, other than garlic and parsley. Having a boyfriend from the Mediterranean has really highlighted how British and Indian I am when it comes to my cooking. I am really reliant on butter and also love using cayenne, ginger, turmeric and other spices that Pedro isn’t used to. We once had a row about how to season and fry a piece of fish. He didn’t want it as spicy, and he also wanted to fry it in olive oil.
I am fine with using olive oil when it is required – it is good in a salad. But for my everyday choice of fat, I prefer a nice salted butter. Nothing imparts flavour like it. Yes, I haven’t really lost the weight I put on in lockdown, but to be honest, I haven’t really tried. Pedro says butter is the problem but I don’t think it is. Pedro needs to be more open to cooking with a multitude of fats and flavours because I often compromise for him.
The jury of Guardian readers
Should Tom lay off the butter?
Butter does make everything taste better. Yes, olive oil has its time and place, but for delicious flavour, I’m with AA Milne: “I do like a little bit of butter to my bread!”
Janet, 57
My Punjabi roots beckon me towards butter, but an education in medicine tells me that Pedro is right about olive oil being healthier. Tom can still use butter once in a while, but he should compromise by not using it all the time.
Prabhnoor, 25
Yes! I’m of British heritage and use olive or rapeseed oil for cooking. I view butter as an occasional treat and only when it makes sense (butter for stir-fries?!) Also, try adding a little at the end – you get the buttery flavour using less of it.
Alex, 36
Both Tom and Pedro have ingrained tastes. I agree with Tom that butter is delicious, and with Pedro that olive oil is healthier. They both need to compromise a little – but really, Pedro needs to let a bit of butter into his life.
Martin, 62
Tom is not guilty, but both he and Pedro should compromise. Butter is delicious but so is olive oil, and both have their place in cooking. Share the cooking and alternate the fats. And loosen up, Pedro!
Dawn, 62
Now you be the judge
In our online poll, tell us: who is laying it on a bit thick?
The poll closes at 10am GMT on Thursday 4 January 2024
Last week’s result
We asked whether Matt should keep his phone on more
41% of you said yes – Matt is guilty
59% of you said no – Matt is innocent





Cricket  
Superb Pat Cummins spell gives Australia dramatic Boxing Day Test win
 
	Australia 318 & 262; Pakistan 264 & 237: Australia win by 79 runs
	Captain’s second five-for of the match hobbles Pakistan chase
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Last modified on Fri 29 Dec 2023 03.52 EST



Australia’s Pat Cummins poses with the Mullagh Medal after being named player of the match in the Boxing Day Test win over Pakistan.  Photograph: James Ross/EPA
Pat Cummins’ second 10-wicket haul in Tests has powered Australia to a thrilling 79-run win over Pakistan at the MCG.
The Australia captain made all the crucial breakthroughs late on Friday as the hosts bowled Pakistan out for 237 to win the Boxing Day Test. Cummins finished with match figures of 10-97 after taking 5-49 in the second innings.
Pakistan fought bravely but lost 5-18 during a chaotic finish to day four as Australia took the extra 30 minutes after the scheduled stumps to complete the victory and retain the Benaud-Qadir trophy.
Mohammad Rizwan and Salman Ali Agha threatened to push Pakistan towards a famous win and break a 28-year winless run in Tests in Australia. But Cummins ended the 67-run partnership between the pair in bizarre and controversial circumstances just 15 minutes before the scheduled close of play.
Australia reviewed a not out call to Rizwan as a Cummins delivery flew into Alex Carey’s gloves. But after a long review from the third umpire, Richard Illingworth deemed the ball flicked Rizwan’s wristband that was connected to his gloves. Rizwan was furious with the decision, with Pakistan 5-219 at the time and starting to believe they could pull off the country’s highest successful winning chase against Australia.
“I got a little bit twitchy there,” Cummins said afterwards. “I felt OK but they were batting nicely. Happy with the Rizwan wicket.”

Pakistan’s Mohammad Rizwan and Agha Salman argue with umpire Joel Wilson after Rizwan's dismissal.  Photograph: William West/AFP/Getty Images
It was Cummins who stood up earlier in the day, claiming the crucial wicket of his opposing captain Shan Masood (60) before tea. Cummins took his fourth scalp of the second innings just minutes later, dismissing Aamir Jamal (0).
The wickets earned him the Jonny Mullagh Medal for player of the match, made him the 10th Australian to pass 250 Test scalps and capped a superb year as captain.
At seven wickets down, Australia opted to take the extra 30 minutes in a bid to complete the match on Friday instead of coming back for day five. It was a rollicking end to one of the great MCG Tests, with Pakistan fighting harder than many touring nations have been able to do on Australian soil.
Earlier in the day, Pakistan star Babar Azam looked about to explode after a difficult start to the series. But on 41, the former skipper was bowled by another classic delivery, this time by Josh Hazlewood. Babar’s stumps were rattled in the first innings by Cummins, who produced a seaming “dream ball”, and Hazlewood’s wicket was just as good.
“The game kept turning. Sometimes it went Australia’s way, sometimes ours,” Masood said afterwards. “But when we were leading with [the] bat when me and Abdullah had a good partnership (in the first innings), Pat Cummins came in with that spell. And that is why he is one of the best bowlers in the world.”





Book of the day  Art and design books  
Review
Earthly Delights by Jonathan Jones review – Renaissance mania
The Guardian’s art critic casts a meticulous and joyful eye over western art’s big bang
Stephen Smith  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 02.30 EST



The Birth of Venus by Botticelli at the Uffizi in Florence. Photograph: Andrew Medichini/AP
It is an iron law of art history that any critic who has a book or two in them will sooner or later wind up writing about the Renaissance. Moody, hard-living Jackson Pollock is all very well, and let’s hear it for the formidable Tracey Emin. But at art’s palace of varieties, it’s Leonardo and Michelangelo that the people come to see. If you only know Jonathan Jones from these pages, it may surprise you to find him tripping down this primrose path with his own book on the era, almost as big as a Domino’s box. Do the contents prove to be similarly comforting and carby? Fear not. This is the Jones you know and love, the man who went to Frieze London a few weeks ago and dared to say what the other critics were merely thinking, calling it a “graveyard of creativity” and leaving the site in Regent’s Park a smoking ruin.
The Renaissance is the Disneyland of art, with its much-loved characters and magical stories, the castles and princes and the guys from the sticks with seemingly supernatural powers in their fingertips. Earthly Delights duly gives us the Mona Lisa, Michelangelo toiling away in the Sistine Chapel with dollops of paint on his chin, and the dastardly Medicis twirling their moustaches and plotting world domination as their pet artists churn out flattery and propaganda. But Jones is a genuine authority on this period and he takes us beyond the cliches.
There’s a flash of his knuckleduster early on, as he confronts academics who have recently decided that the Renaissance isn’t really a thing. They appear to dispute that there was a big bang in culture half a millennium ago that left medieval Christian civilisation choking on its dust. Jones says it’s impossible to share this view “when you walk through the chronologically arranged rooms of the Uffizi Gallery in Florence and see how completely the nature of art was revolutionised in the 1400s”. This is typical of Jones’s empirical approach: like all the best critics, he leads with his eyes.
Not only does he put in the hours in front of the Italian masterpieces, he pursues developments that were happening across the rest of Europe, even as far as these shores, where Holbein brought a new realism to portraits of Henry VIII’s court. The reader is unlikely to hear a better case that there was a significant traffic of ideas between artists based in Florence and Rome and their peers in the north of the continent.
The opening up of the New World also influenced European art. We know Hieronymus Bosch as the forbidding moralist of madcap and carnal crowd scenes. But Jones thinks his triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights was inspired by explorers’ reports of Indigenous people who didn’t bother with clothes and seemed to live a happy agrarian existence. Only someone paying as much attention as Jones would notice that Bosch depicts their Eden without any iron tools, which he reserves for the right-hand panel documenting his own fallen European home.
This is not a glossy coffee table book but a thoroughgoing history. The author has a knack, or a compulsion, for making connections, no matter where they lead him – and that goes for a particularly queasy case of joining the dots between the sores on the body of a crucified Christ in an altarpiece by Matthias Grünewald and a common illness of the day caused by rye infected with a fungus.
In Jones’s survey, the Renaissance began with the discovery of perspective in art and went on to include other new ways of seeing things, with revolutions in science, exploration and belief. It was also about learning from history, from the extraordinary legacy of the Romans and, before them, the Greeks. Earthly Delights is an enlightening and entertaining account of what happened when western culture went back to the future. Rather fittingly, it’s the kind of book you finish only to find yourself looking forward to reading again.
 Earthly Delights: A History of the Renaissance
by Jonathan Jones is published by Thames & Hudson (£30). To support the Guardian and Observer order your copy at guardianbookshop.com. Delivery charges may apply.
From Friday 8 December 2023 to Wednesday 10 January 2024, 20p from every Guardian Bookshop order will support the Guardian and Observer’s charity appeal 2023.





UK weather  
Storm Gerrit leaves thousands of homes in Scotland without power
About 1,500 homes endure second night without power, with north-east and Shetland worst affected
PA Media  
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Workers in Cupar, Scotland, clean up after Storm Gerrit. Photograph: Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images
Thousands of homes remain without power as the cleanup began after Storm Gerrit.
About 1,500 homes in Scotland experienced their second night without power while a lightning strike hit supplies in Wales on Thursday.
Scottish and Southern Electricity Networks said it had restored supply to more than 46,000 properties that lost power due to the storm, with people in the north-east and Shetland worst affected. They said the remaining homes should be reconnected on Friday with welfare vans serving hot food and drink to affected customers.
Its operations director, Andy Smith, said: “This has been a difficult couple of days for the communities affected and I’m grateful to them for their patience and support as our teams work extremely hard to restore power.”
National Grid UK said 36,000 properties were without power in Ceredigion in west Wales on Thursday after lightning struck.
Three men died after their 4x4 vehicle was submerged in the River Esk, near Glaisdale, on Thursday, North Yorkshire police said.
Roofs blown off houses as Storm Gerrit brings high winds and floods to UK – video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MzQj9mh9dpA
A supercell thunderstorm moved across the north-west of England on Thursday after a similar storm is thought to have resulted in a tornado that damaged homes in Greater Manchester on Wednesday.
About 100 properties were damaged by what police called a “localised tornado” in Stalybridge, Tameside, and in the badly hit village of Carrbrook.
Hayley McCaffer, 40, who lives in Carrbrook, told the PA Media news agency that some of her neighbours’ houses were an “absolute disaster” with missing roofs and “squished” cars.
Damage will be covered by standard property insurance policies, the Association of British Insurers has said.
ScotRail said many lines had reopened but urged passengers to check for the latest information before travelling, a message echoed by LNER, Avanti West Coast and London Northwestern Railway, which suspended or cancelled services due to damage or system faults.
There is likely to be significant disruption for travellers wishing to travel on the London Euston and Watford Junction lines, with services expected to be up and running by the end of the day.

Weir gates opened at Marsh Lock in Henley-on-Thames are to cope with rising water levels. Photograph: Geoffrey Swaine/Rex/Shutterstock
In Wales, the aftermath of the recent severe weather will affect rail services until Monday.
Ferry services also experienced cancellations and delays due to the storm, with operator DFDS confirming sailings between Dover and France were delayed due to strong winds in the Channel.
Air travel in and out of the UK was disrupted, with cancellations, but most services have returned to normal.
The Met Office reported the worst of Storm Gerrit had passed, with the last few days of 2023 forecast to be unsettled with strong wind and rain and snow on higher ground.
The chief forecaster Steven Ramsdale said: “Heavy rain will spread across all but the far north on Saturday, affecting similar areas previously affected by Storm Gerrit. However, this rainfall will be a step down from that seen during Storm Gerrit.”





The seven best shows to stream this week  Television  
Fool Me Once to The Brothers Sun: the seven best shows to stream this week
Michelle Keegan and Joanna Lumley head up the new Harlan Coben thriller, and Michelle Yeoh stars in a tongue-in-cheek comedy about Taiwanese gangsters in LA
Phil Harrison  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 02.00 EST



Dark secrets … (from left) Joanna Lumley, Adelle Leonce and Michelle Keegan in Fool Me Once. Photograph: Vishal Sharma/Netflix
Pick of the week
Fool Me Once
The moment one of former soldier Maya’s friends gives her a secret nanny-cam, you get a hunch about where this Harlan Coben thriller adaptation might be going. Maya (Michelle Keegan) is recently bereaved – her husband Joe was brutally murdered two weeks earlier – but what do you know? When she checks the camera set up to remotely keep an eye on her infant daughter, there’s Joe, playing with his little girl as if nothing has happened. Before long, she’s being pepper-sprayed by her nanny and gaslit by her friends. Her only consolation is dishevelled detective Sami (Adeel Akhtar) … but even he doesn’t seem to believe her. Soon, dark secrets about Joe’s past emerge. Don’t expect subtlety. 
Netflix, from New Year’s Day

The Brothers Sun

Nefarious activities … (from left) Joon Lee as TK and Sam Song Li as Bruce in The Brothers Sun. Photograph: Netflix
“Which brother are you? The killer? Or the dipshit?” When the head of a fearsome Taiwanese gang is murdered, his eldest son Charles (Justin Chien) heads to LA to look after his mother Eileen (Michelle Yeoh). But there’s another, very different brother (Sam Song Li’s mild-mannered Bruce) who seems clueless about his family’s nefarious activities. As enemies circle, this naivety cannot be sustained and Bruce is forced to deal with reality. Containing plenty of stylish and stylised violence, this comedy-drama has its cake and eats it, relishing the thriller elements but keeping its tongue firmly in its cheek.
Netflix, from Thursday 4 January

The Changemakers

A dose of optimism … The Changemakers. Photograph: Paramount+
While the last decade has taught us not to expect too much, it’s always good to begin the new year with a dose of optimism. That may be provided by this new series that, across the course of eight episodes, tells seven stories in which ordinary people fought for change and against all the odds came out on top. Particularly stirring are the Indigenous people in Ecuador, who strategised to protect their land from deforestation, and the group of Black mothers in the US who refused to accept the ongoing systemic racism faced by their children. 
Paramount+, from New Year’s Day

Delicious in Dungeon

Oddly charming … Delicious In Dungeon. Photograph: Netflix
Never go dragon-hunting on an empty stomach. That’s the bizarre yet oddly charming (and frankly very sensible) message of this unusually chilled anime adaptation of Kui Ryôko’s manga series. After his sister is taken by a dragon, adventurer Laios and his friends Marcille and Chilchuck set out on a quest to rescue her. But first, they must eat and it is this search for sustenance that constitutes most of the action as the group wander through various dungeons, finding, cooking and eating peculiar meals. Delightfully odd and unlike any other anime you’ve ever seen. 
Netflix, from Wednesday 3 January

Accused

Engrossing … Jill Hennessy and Michael Chiklis in episode one, Scott’s Story. Photograph: Shane Mahood/Fox/Sony Pictures Television
A decade ago, the BBC screened two seasons of a bleakly brilliant Jimmy McGovern anthology drama in which we joined a character in court at the culmination of their story before retracing their steps. How did they find themselves in the dock? This US version lacks some of the moral nuance and underdog punch of the original but it’s still engrossing, as the various defendants’ wrong turns are laid out in all their excruciating inevitability. It benefits from a fine ensemble cast including Michael Chiklis, Rhea Perlman and Wendell Pierce. 
Paramount+, from Thursday 4 January

The Other Fellow

Bond alert … The Other Fellow.
There’s a theatre director, a prisoner, a lawyer and a pilot. The men are old and young; Black and white. But they all have one thing in common: their name is presumably the trigger for many overfamiliar jokes. These men are all named Bond. James Bond. Some are more shaken and stirred than others by that fact. This amusing documentary explores the pleasures and pitfalls of carrying this famous name in a world in which more than half the population have seen a Bond film. It’s not always easy; James Bond support groups exist. 
ITVX, from Thursday 4 January

James May: Our Man in India

The sensory overload … James May: Our Man in India. Photograph: Amazon
It’s “the most colourful country on the planet” apparently. From the Taj Mahal to cricket, from sitars to curries giving you wind, few cliches are left undeployed as the former Top Gear man follows his trips to Japan and Italy with a visit to India. May isn’t one of travel TV’s great adventurers – instead, the sensory overload of India seems to baffle him. Therefore, as he journeys from the deserts of Rajasthan to the Himalayan foothills via mangrove forests and religious festivals, his role is to play the mildly bewildered Englishman abroad.
Prime Video, from Friday 5 January





Readers' travel tips  Adventure travel  
‘Turn left for paradise’: top 10 readers’ adventure trips
Trekking, climbing, abseiling, kayaking and more – tipsters reveal the ups and downs of their intrepid active holidays
Guardian readers  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 02.00 EST



Kalymnos island, Greece, is a climbing and kayaking haven. Photograph: photobac/Getty Images
Climb and kayak in the Aegean
Check out the village of Elena on Kalymnos in the Aegean, which is within walking distance of the climbing crags. You can enjoy an amazing breakfast in a lovely apartment here before you set off, too. Masouri, a resort village, is close and is full of climbers. I recommend renting a kayak for a day trip to the nearby island of Telendos – with additional climbing and seafood restaurants. It’s a spectacular place, a real gem.
Eva
A campervan to Norway’s fjords

A campervan is handy for getting off the beaten path. Photograph: cookelma/Getty Images
I recommend renting a campervan and driving around the Norwegian fjords. It’s the most scenic and cost-effective way to see the country. Flåm, Geirangerfjord and the Atlantic Ocean road are all stunning, and there are plenty more gems to be found off the beaten path. A summer trip can offer swimming in the fjords and trips to snowy glaciers – there’s also the light of the midnight sun!
Antony
A bit of adventure on the way to the beach, Albania

Gjipe Beach is 10 miles up the coast from Himarë. Photograph: Sinenkiy/Getty Images
Adventure to Himarë in southern Albania. Stay at Sun Bakers hostel, get up early, and ask the staff to take you to the “hidden” beaches. Take a packed lunch and wear sturdy footwear, as a little bit of abseiling is required. On solid ground, take in the vista and swim if you fancy it. It’s not a long walk back to the hostel, so you can safely stay until sunset. Cool off with a pint of Birra Tirana upon your return – you deserve nothing less!
James McKean
Profile
Readers' tips: send a tip for a chance to win a £200 voucher for a Coolstays break
Show
 Guardian Travel readers' tips
Every week we ask our readers for recommendations from their travels. A selection of tips will be featured online and may appear in print. To enter the latest competition visit the readers' tips homepage
-
Was this helpful?
Thank you for your feedback.
Family adventure in Norway

The northern lights over Tromsø. Photograph: RelaxFoto.de/Getty Images
I wanted to fulfil one of my husband’s dreams: to see the northern lights, for his 40th birthday. With three young children in tow, we booked an Airbnb overlooking the sea in Tromsø, Norway. The hosts cooked us a delicious Norwegian meal for my husband’s birthday with local ingredients and a matching wine and beer list. We climbed mountains, went on a whale-watching expedition, and spent an unforgettable night watching the northern lights with our two older children. My tips are to always try the DIY option to make your adventure travel dreams happen, and don’t let having young children put you off!
Louise Preston
Wonderful waterfall walk on Andros

Waterfalls of Pithara. Photograph: Stamatios Manousis/Alamy
On the Greek island of Andros, a €50 boat ride from Athens, we hiked to the Pithara waterfalls, our eyes straying from the shoreline behind us only to squint at the trail signs and make sure we weren’t treading on one of the island’s many snakes. The path is matted in a purple cloud-like grass, and the waterfall had smoothed the rock to resemble a sleeping dog curled against the willows. On our descent we were joined, periodically, by various local dogs, each one guiding us to the next checkpoint, before disappearing into the trees.
Alain
Making Hay while the sun shines, Powys

Our tipster took in Llanthony Priory on his cycling epic. Photograph: David Williams/Getty Images
The end of summer blues. A bike, a tent, 50-year-old legs and vague idea to get to Chatwin’s Black Hills. I’m doing it! I pedal on, fortified by electrolytic tablets, cheered on by the sun. Past Hereford, start, stop, menacing trucks, Lego blocks pass by. Soon after I’m breathing rural air, open spaces, new smells! Keep on – not far now. Finally, there it is: Llanthony Priory and the mountains. Stretch out on the grass, nuts, chocolate, repose. Then a chapel before a menacing gradient. I climb, then push. Oh bliss at the top! Welsh ponies, buzzards, panoramic views and a cool breeze. Soon I’m flying down a winding road to books, coffee and Hay-on-Wye.
Simeon Banner
A proposal for Iceland

Vestrahorn: an unlikely setting for popping the question? Photograph: Anton Petrus/Getty Images
In south-east Iceland, leave the Route 1 ring road, stop at Vestrahorn Camping and ready your walking boots. I’d been trying to decide on the most romantic place to pop the question to my then girlfriend (now wife) when, on a spectacular hike along the coastal base of the twin Vestrahorn peaks, we stumbled across the most beautiful, isolated black-sand beach. No one had passed us in more than two hours. This was it. The ring emerged from where it had been hidden among my spare stoma bag supplies. She said yes, and the only witnesses were two arctic foxes scurrying across the scree face of the slopes above.
Jack
Cycling alongside the Danube, Germany/Austria

Cycling by the Danube in the Wachau Valley. Photograph: extravagantni/Getty Images
For middle-aged empty nesters used to holidays focused on their children, the challenge is how to holiday without them. We wanted structure and adventure, but not to be part of a group. We discovered self-guided cycle trips, where the bikes, hotels, maps, directions and luggage transfers are sorted for you. You spend the day cycling through amazing scenery, experiencing the people and the landscape in a way you never could from a car or train. You can justifiably indulge in local food and drink in the evening. Our first trip was the Danube Cycle Path, with Radurlaub. We’ve had three more lovely adventures since.
Susie
Winning tip: Happy valley trails, Switzerland

A cafe in the Lötschental, Valais. Photograph: Andreas Werth (MP)/Alamy
Turn left for paradise, says the billboard, as you drive off the Lötschbergtunnel rail link, short-cutting through the mountains from Kandersteg. How right that is: the Lötschental is a beautiful quiet valley high in the Swiss Alps. Well-signed walks on excellent paths to spectacular high mountains and huts, excellent road and mountain biking – all facilitated by the free bus service up and down the valley, and the free chairlift pass included in a break at the Nest- und Bietschhorn Hotel, with wonderful food at reasonable prices. It’s also one of the sunniest, driest valleys in Switzerland.
John Main






Health  
Don’t use weight-loss jabs to counter Christmas indulgence, warn experts
Exclusive: Doctors, psychologists and campaigners say the diabetes drugs are not appropriate for everyone
Nicola Davis Science Correspondent  @NicolaKSDavis  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 02.00 EST



The rates of discontinuation with the drugs are high even when patients have received proper support, an obesity expert has said. Photograph: Brendan McDermid/Reuters
There may be huge pressure to lose weight in the new year after a season of overindulgence, but experts have warned against purchasing slimming jabs to shed the festive pounds.
The diabetes drugs have shot to fame after it was found they can help people lose weight by mimicking hormones that make you feel full after eating. But while they have been hailed as an important tool in tackling obesity, their popularity – fuelled by celebrity endorsements – has also led to concerns.
And slimmers have been warded off buying such jabs in a bid to lose weight in January.
“I think if people are taking these drugs to combat Christmas gluttony then they are going to be disappointed,” said Dr Simon Cork, a senior lecturer in physiology at Anglia Ruskin University. “These drugs are not a quick fix for losing weight but need people to adhere to strict diet and exercise regimes, so taking this drug will not prevent weight gain in those who are overindulging over the Christmas period.”
The drugs are available for free on the NHS, while those who do not meet the criteria can buy them through online pharmacies provided they pass certain checks – and some of them are offering promotions during the winter.
Dr Harshal Deshmukh, a consultant in endocrinology and diabetes and a senior clinical lecturer at the University of Hull, also urged caution.
“Using appetite suppressants to counter the effects of festive season indulgence in a binge-then-diet approach is ill-advised,” he said.
He added: “Doctors prescribe these medications based on specific indications, following a thorough evaluation that considers contraindications. Additionally, they necessitate a gradual titration over time for optimal effectiveness, making their haphazard use during the festive season not recommended. Moreover, acquiring these medications through online pharmacies without a comprehensive evaluation is strongly discouraged.”
The medication, called semaglutide, is licensed as Ozempic for managing type 2 diabetes and as Wegovy for weight loss, while a similar drug called liraglutide is also available for both purposes.
Cork also raised concerns over access to the medications through online pharmacies, with firms showing a “lax attitude” and providing “barely any oversight or clinical management” for patients..
He said: “My concerns are that these drugs are not without side-effects, and whilst severe side-effects are rare they are not absent. The risk of developing significant health conditions in people who are obese in general exceeds the risks of side-effects associated with these drugs, but for those that do not meet the clinical criteria for these drugs on the NHS then that risk-benefit-ratio diminishes significantly.”
Those who have used such drugs have reported a variety of experiences, such as debilitating nauseaand an inability to enjoy food.
“The rate[s] of discontinuation with these types of drugs are high even when patients are supported and properly prepared for these outcomes. Moreover, not all people will respond to them,” said Prof Jason Halford, of the University of Leeds, and president of the European Association for the Study of Obesity. “This makes them anything other than ‘an easy option’.”
Halford added it was also important to carry out due diligence on those selling weight-loss jabs, given reports of fake and potentially dangerous prefilled injection devices.
A Guardian investigation previously revealed some online pharmacies were prescribing and dispatching the jabs to people of a healthy weight.
Natasha Devon, a body image and mental health campaigner, added that the drugs did not inspire healthy habits around food.
“In fact, they rather encourage a kind of binge/purge mentality which can be incredibly harmful to both physical and mental health,” she said.
“As someone who suffered from severe bulimia nervosa for several years, I already despair at the way we are urged to ‘compensate’ for festive eating and drinking almost as soon as the bell tolls to mark the beginning of the new year,” she added. “This period of enjoyment shouldn’t be seen as something we have to atone for.”





Wisconsin  
Wisconsin university chancellor claims he was fired for appearing in porn videos
Joe Gow says that his free speech rights were violated after the Universities of Wisconsin board of regents decided to fire him
The Associated Press  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 01.43 EST



University of Wisconsin-La Crosse chancellor Joe Gow who claims he was fired for appearing in pornographic videos. Photograph: AP
Former University of Wisconsin-La Crosse chancellor Joe Gow has said he was fired by the school’s governing board because members were uncomfortable with him and his wife producing and appearing in pornographic videos.
The Universities of Wisconsin board of regents, which oversees 11 regional campuses, voted unanimously during a hastily convened closed meeting on Wednesday evening to fire Gow.
After the vote, Universities of Wisconsin president Jay Rothman and regents president Karen Walsh issued statements saying the regents had learned of specific conduct by Gow that subjected the university to “significant reputational harm.” Rothman called Gow’s actions “abhorrent” and Walsh said she was “disgusted.” But neither of them offered any details of the allegations.
Gow told the Associated Press (AP) on Thursday that regents had discovered that he and his wife, former La Crosse professor Carmen Wilson, had been producing and appearing in pornographic videos.
He maintained that he never mentioned La Crosse or his role at the university in any of the videos and the firing violated his free speech rights.
“My wife and I live in a country where we have a first amendment,” he said. “We’re dealing with consensual adult sexuality. The regents are overreacting. They’re certainly not adhering to their own commitment to free speech or the first amendment.”
Gow also complained that the regents never told him what policy he violated and he was never given a hearing or other opportunity to present his case. He said he’s contemplating a lawsuit.
“I got an email last night saying I was terminated,” Gow told AP. “I wish I would have had the opportunity to have a hearing. When reasonable people understand what my wife and I are creating, it calms them down.”
Gow had planned to retire as chancellor at the conclusion of the spring 2024 semester and transition into a role teaching communication courses. But Rothman said Wednesday evening that he planned to file a complaint seeking a review of Gow’s tenure.
Rothman said in an email to the AP on Thursday morning that Gow failed to act as a role model for students, faculty and the community and mistakenly believes the first amendment equates to a “free pass to say or do anything that he pleases.”
“Good judgement requires that there are and must be limits on what is said or done by the individuals entrusted to lead our universities,” Rothman wrote.
Rothman added that Gow served at the pleasure of the regents and was not entitled to any specific process.
“That should be abundantly clear to him,” Rothman said.
Gow took heavy criticism in 2018 for inviting porn actor Nina Hartley to speak at La Crosse. He paid her $5,000 out of student fees to appear. Ray Cross, then the universities system president, reprimanded him and the regents refused to give him a raise that year. Gow said then that he was exercising the system’s free speech policies.
Gow and his wife star in a YouTube channel called “Sexy Healthy Cooking” in which the couple cooks meals with porn actors. They also have written two ebooks, “Monogamy with Benefits: How Porn Enriches Our Relationship” and “Married with Benefits – Our Real-Life Adult Industry Adventures” under pseudonyms.
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A Christmas that changed me: my life was an adventure holiday – and I just wanted to settle down
It was fun to climb mountains, visit glaciers and slide down volcanoes, until the thought of a house and kids began to seem more exciting
Rhymer Rigby  
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From left: friends Owen and Sally with Jane and Rhymer in Chile, late December 2002. Photograph: Courtesy of Rhymer Rigby
Just before Christmas 2002, we were having drinks on the terrace of the Hilton in Mendoza. Thanks to the Argentinian peso crash, the Hilton bar was our local, even though we were cheapskate backpackers. It was a sunny 30C and an Argentinian skated past in hot pants and a Santa hat. Jane, my then girlfriend, now wife, looked at me and said: “It’s too warm. This is all wrong.”
We’d been planning to meet friends anyway, so we brought our flights forward. A few days later and 2,000km further south, the climate felt far more Christmassy. We were close to the edge of the Patagonian ice cap, the temperature was about 5C and snow flurries were common. The only off-note was the weirdly long days – it was near austral midsummer.
The reason people go to Patagonia is to experience the great outdoors. It was full of Berghaus-clad management consultants and bankers living their best lives. And so, in the run-up to Christmas, we went trekking in the Torres del Paine national park, camped in the freezing cold, bantered about bond markets and exchange rates, and visited the amazing Perito Moreno glacier.
We spent Christmas in the extreme sports resort town of El Calafate, where we went to an upmarket restaurant and drank wine that might once have cost $300 for $20.
Christmas Day was a hungover washout, and besides, the Argentinians celebrate more on Christmas Eve. We had a takeaway pizza (in those long-ago days, Latin American pizzas were like cheese-covered duvets) and watched Dude, Where’s My Car? in Spanish. A word on Argentinian cable TV in the 00s: there were some truly low-rent channels. We found one where a guy with a handheld camera looked up stills of internet porn on his PC and described what he saw.
Then it was back to our relentless adventure activities. We ducked over into Chile, where we met our friends, who were on holiday. We climbed a snow-covered, rather active volcano, then slid all the way down. Soon it was New Year’s Eve. Another upmarket but very affordable restaurant. And then the weirdest club ever.
We queued, we got in and … found ourselves surrounded by some surprising decor. The DJ was in a booth made of sandbags. There were rising sun flags everywhere. There was a crashed kamikaze plane. It was utterly bonkers and not in a good way. We drank a lot of pisco sours and, even though we were only 30, everyone around us looked younger, hotter and blessed with natural dancing ability. New Year’s Day was much like Christmas Day, except we watched Un Gato del FBI, which is about a cat that helps the FBI.
Insofar as I ever grew up, you could say this was the Christmas it began. I had absolutely loved the first eight months of the year I’d spent travelling. This was long before most of us worried about our carbon footprint, and I’d sought out adventure everywhere from West Papua to the Himalayas to Easter Island. But now, 10 months in, I was getting novelty fatigue. The only constant was endless travel and it had become rather boring. Seeing our friends, who were married, had bought a house and were planning kids – all that seemed weirdly exotic and exciting.
A couple of days into January, we flew back to Mendoza to climb Aconcagua, which, at almost 7,000m, is the tallest mountain in the Andes. A literal and metaphorical gap-year high point. But actually, I was ready to go home and do grownup things.
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Lasting legacy of the Six Cities study into harms of air pollution 
Public health schemes such as London’s Ulez can be traced back to the study that found an association between air pollution and mortality 
Gary Fuller  @drgaryfuller  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 01.00 EST



The Harvard Six Cities study motivated the study of the long-term effects of air pollution in populations all over the world. Photograph: Justin Lambert/Getty Images
This month marks 30 years since the publication of research that completely changed our knowledge of the harm from air pollution. Known as the Harvard Six Cities study, its impact still resonates in public health actions including London’s ultra-low emission zone and the tightening of EU air pollution laws.
Prof Dan Greenbaum, a former president of the US Health Effects Institute, said: “In the wake of the serious air pollution incidents of the 50s, 60s and 70s, many people thought we had solved the problem. But then the Six Cities study came along and found strong relationships between air pollution and mortality at much lower levels.”
The origins of the study can be traced to the oil embargo and price shocks that followed the 1973 Arab-Israel war.
Prof Doug Dockery, of the Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health, became the Six City study’s principal investigator in 1988. He recalled the circumstances that led to the start of the study. “The price of oil on the international market doubled almost overnight. Anticipating a degradation of air quality over the next decade, a call was put out for a long-term study of health effects associated with a switch from oil to coal for power production,” he said.
In 1974, six US cities were chosen for the study. They each had different concentrations of air pollution. More than 8,000 people were randomly selected to take part and they were then contacted annually for up to 16 years.
Dockery said: “Every year we sent a postcard to each participant asking ‘has the person named below died? No or yes’. The plan was to conduct mortality follow-up for a sufficient period and then conduct statistical survival analyses.”
The team also collected air pollution data from each city. There was a 51% difference in rates of people who died between the best and worst city. Each participant had been interviewed to find out about their age, diet, occupation, smoking history and other things that could affect their long-term health. These factors accounted for over half of the differences in death rates but there was still a 26% difference in survival. When plotting this difference against air pollution, a clear straight line was seen. This was especially clear for small particle pollution, now termed PM2.5.
Dockery said: “We showed that long-term exposure to air pollution had much more significant effects on mortality risk than previously believed. It changed the dynamics of the debate.”
Two years later, a further study was published that also showed association between death rates and long-term exposure to low levels of air pollution.
The Six Cities study was plunged into controversy from the moment it was published and this increased when new air pollution regulations were proposed to protect public health.
Dockery explained how the tightening of regulations was firmly resisted. “The American Trucking Association, various private companies and the states of Michigan, Ohio and West Virginia filed lawsuits challenging the Environmental Protection Agency’s authority to issue these standards. These legal challenges ended up at the US supreme court,” he said.
Greenbaum said: “The controversy swelled and began to revolve around the fact that no one else had had access to these data. There were protests and full-page ads reading ‘Harvard, release the data!’.”
The researchers were in an impossible situation since the medical information had been collected in confidence. There were also concerns about protecting the scientists from the types of industry-led attempts at character assassination inflicted on those who had exposed the dangers of lead additives in petrol.
The solution was an independent reanalysis. It was funded by the US Congress and convened by Greenbaum’s team at the US Health Effects Institute.
Prof Anna Hansell, of the University of Leicester, said: “The reanalysis supported the original analysis and findings. In fact, they went further, to show that air pollution effects were greater in deprived individuals, which is something we still don’t pay enough attention to.”
In the past three decades, many studies have confirmed the results of the Six Cities study, including one on more than 60 million people. These have led to air pollution guidelines from the World Health Organization and underpin the frequently quoted estimates of about 4,000 early deaths yearly in London due to air pollution, 29,000 to 43,000 across the UK and more than 400,000 in the EU.
Prof Barbara Hoffman, of the University of Düsseldorf, said: “Now, after decades of high-level research, follow-up analyses show that the strongest reductions in air pollution lead to the greatest health gains.”






Emma Stone in Yorgos Lanthimos’s steampunk-futurist drama Poor Things and Jeffrey Wright in Cord Jefferson’s literary satire American Fiction. Composite: MGM-Orion/Courtesy of Searchlight Pictures/Guardian Design
2024 culture preview  
The films to look forward to in 2024
Emma Stone in Yorgos Lanthimos’s steampunk-futurist drama Poor Things and Jeffrey Wright in Cord Jefferson’s literary satire American Fiction. Composite: MGM-Orion/Courtesy of Searchlight Pictures/Guardian Design
Timothée Chalamet is back for Dune’s epic conclusion, Joaquin Phoenix returns as the Joker and Paddington heads to Peru – there’s a host of great cinema coming in the new year

More from the 2024 culture preview
by Peter Bradshaw
Fri 29 Dec 2023 01.00 EST
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Scala!!!
A documentary about the extraordinary history of London’s Scala cinema, a repertory movie theatre in the dark heart of 1980s King’s Cross, transformed by manager (and now film producer) Stephen Woolley into an alt-cinephile paradise crossed with a grindhouse den, with groundbreaking selections of LGBTQ+ movies, martial arts, pulp classics, auteur gems and fabulously scuzzy all-nighters.
 5 January
Poor Things
With this extraordinary film and her streaming TV comedy The Curse, Emma Stone is having a moment. She takes her career to the next level in this steampunk-futurist Victorian tale adapted from Alasdair Gray by absurdist virtuoso Yorgos Lanthimos; she plays Bella, a young woman raised from the dead in a Frankensteinian experiment, who has a bizarre series of sexual adventures.
 12 January
Mean Girls
Watch a trailer for Mean Girls
The eminently fetch high-school comedy of 2004 takes the path that John Waters’ Hairspray and Mel Brooks’ The Producers took: from screen to stage and back to screen. Mean Girls became a Broadway megamusical between 2018 and 2020 and it is this musical that is now being adapted as a movie. Sadly it is not being launched on 3 October, AKA Mean Girls Day, this being the date in the original film that Lindsay Lohan’s character famously has a meaningful conversation with her crush.
 17 January
The Holdovers
Alexander Payne is a Hollywood director capable of preserving the gritty, organically grown cinema of the 1970s, and his new comedy stays true to the values of Ashby, Rafelson, Altman et al. Paul Giamatti plays a grumpy boarding school teacher who finds himself having to babysit the “holdovers” during the Christmas vacation; that is, the kids who can’t go home. Could this turn into an unlikely Christmas movie in years to come?
 19 January
The End We Start From

Refugees from a flooded London … Jodie Comer in The End We Start From. Photograph: Toronto film festival
Jodie Comer gives a much-acclaimed performance in this eco-survivalist thriller set in a post-apocalyptic Britain, based on the award-winning novel by Megan Hunter. Comer’s new mother and baby flee the horror of a flooded London, Joel Fry plays her partner, and Mark Strong and Nina Sosanya are his parents who offer sanctuary for a while – before the crisis gets worse.
 19 January
All of Us Strangers
The director of 45 Years, Andrew Haigh, brings us a fantasy-supernatural romance about loneliness and love – and it’s had the toughest customers sobbing in their seats. Andrew Scott’s lonely screenwriter begins a relationship with a guy who lives in his block, played by Paul Mescal; on a whim, he strolls down to where his late parents (Claire Foy and Jamie Bell) used to live and finds that they are still alive, still living in his old house, still at the age he remembered them.
 26 January
Samsara
This multisensory symphonic adventure from Spanish film-maker Lois Patiño has entranced audiences everywhere; it is a mysterious Buddhist tale that follows the journey of a soul from the body of a woman in Laos into that of a baby goat in Zanzibar. The centrepiece is a 15-minute sequence for which the audience are required to close their eyes (no peeking!), listen to the soundscape and register the colours through closed eyelids.
 26 January
American Fiction
It’s always a pleasure to watch Jeffrey Wright in the kind of juicy lead role he deserves. He stars in this literary satire adapted from the experimental novel by Percival Everett: Monk Ellison is a black literary professor in the US who in a bleary spirit of satire writes the kind of victim-fetish novel-of-colour work that the white cultural gatekeepers expect – and it becomes a smash.
 2 February
The Zone of Interest

Icily horrific … Sandra Hüller at the concentration camp in The Zone of Interest. Photograph: Courtesy of A24 / Mica Levi
Jonathan Glazer’s gripping and icily horrific movie, freely adapted from the Martin Amis novel, is about the Holocaust and how it coexisted with bland bourgeois self-satisfaction among the German ruling classes. A concentration camp commandant’s wife (Sandra Hüller) lives in bucolic paradise in her handsome house just by the barbed-wire fence, almost, but not quite, unaware of what’s going on.
 2 February
Perfect Days
Tokyo is the setting for this beautifully shot quirky and bittersweet Zen character study created by Wim Wenders, starring the veteran Japanese actor Kôji Yakusho. He plays a middle-aged man employed as a public toilet cleaner, driving around in his van with the serene dignity of a university professor, listening to classic rock: Patti Smith, the Kinks and of course (given the title) Lou Reed. But he has a poignant secret.
 9 February
The Iron Claw
Former teen dreamboat Zac Efron has bulked up massively, creating an almost Hasselhoff look to play real-life 80s American wrestler Kevin Von Erich, who was part of the once much-feared Von Erich wrestling family from Texas. (Harris Dickinson and Jeremy Allen White play his brothers David and Kerry.) They popularised the “iron claw” hold but suffered personal tragedy.
 9 February
Evil Does Not Exist

Complex eco-parable … Ryô Nishikawa in Evil Does Not Exist. Photograph: 2023 Neopa Fictive
Ryûsuke Hamaguchi’s enigmatic eco-parable, with its challenging title, is not easy to pin down. A charming, unspoiled woodland is the home of a woodcutter and his child, living as simply as in a folktale. A corporation intends to build a “glamping” site in this forest and their PR representatives seem indifferent to locals’ fears about environmental damage – but the PR people’s inner lives are as complex as everyone else’s.
 1 March
Dune: Part Two
The second half of Denis Villeneuve’s gigantic Dune adaptation weighs in at a chunky 2hrs 46mins. Timothée Chalamet returns as Paul Atreides, battling against the betrayers that attacked his family and uniting with the Fremen peoples and with Chani, played by Zendaya. The first Dune was a dazzling epic; Villeneuve is promising something spectacular for the conclusion.
 1 March
Do Not Expect Too Much from the End of the World
Romanian auteur Radu Jude revives the Godard spirit in this essay-movie-slash-black comedy collage from the dark heart of his homeland, lacerating its stagnation, racism and official incompetence. A harassed film production assistant called Angela travels around, trying to get people to participate in a new corporate video; she has a media side hustle posting TikTok clips pretending to be Romania’s most famous foreign resident: ultra-misogynist Andrew Tate.
 8 March
Copa 71
The current exciting success of women’s football in the UK makes the time right for this documentary about a part of women’s football history that has been erased: the 1971 Women’s World Cup, a pioneering unofficial event held, despite Fifa’s indifference, in Mexico City in the same venues as the iconic men’s World Cup the year before (of Pelé and Bobby Moore fame). The women’s version got 110,000 people for the final.
 8 March
Io Capitano

Hope and self-belief … Io Capitano.
The migrant crisis is at the centre of this mighty epic film from Italian director Matteo Garrone who here works with non-professional newcomer and TikTok musical star Seydou Sarr; Sarr plays a teen who leaves his home in Dakar in Senegal with his cousin, dreaming of a new future in Europe. It becomes an ordeal through which he is sustained by hope and self-belief.
 8 March
Monster
A complex and intricate world of family dysfunction is disclosed in this typically cerebral, smart movie from the Japanese auteur Hirokazu Kore-eda, a film of great moral intelligence and humanity. A boy at school appears to have been cruelly treated by his teacher, but seems to have bullied another boy; then their relationship emerges as something different.
 15 March
Banel & Adama
This quiet, strong movie from French-Senegalese director Ramata-Toulaye Sy is just the thing to clean the palate after a surfeit of clamorous content. Banel and Adama are two young people in love; they are in fact a married couple, but with an attitude to life that infuriates their conservative village elders.
 15 March
Drive-Away Dolls
Following his Jerry Lee Lewis documentary, Ethan Coen now unveils his second solo directing project away from brother Joel: a wacky queer road-trip comedy inspired by exploitation movies of years gone by, but with a new innocence. Two women, played by Margaret Qualley and Geraldine Viswanathan, need to fix their aimless lives and broken hearts, so just get in the car and drive.
 21 March
Lisa Frankenstein
Screenwriter Diablo Cody promises some more gothic horror fun with this gender-flipped teen take on the classic monster, directed by Zelda Williams, daughter of Robin. Kathryn Newton plays Lisa Swallows, a lonely misunderstood goth who chances across a comely male corpse which is revivified during a lightning storm, and a classic love story commences.
 22 March
Mickey 17
Watch a teaser trailer for Mickey 17
A return to speculative sci-fi fantasy for Bong Joon-ho, who went stratospheric with his Oscar-winning psychological satire Parasite. Adapted from the novel Mickey7 by Edward Ashton, this stars Robert Pattinson as an “expendable” – a disposable crew member on a space mission, selected for dangerous tasks because he can be renewed if his body dies, with his memories largely intact. With one regeneration, though, things go very wrong.
 29 March
Close Your Eyes
Spanish auteur Victor Erice returns, now in his 80s, with a defiantly slow, ruminative, digressive piece of work about the fragility of memory. It is in some ways a film-within-a-film. A mysterious wealthy figure called the Sad King receives a visit from an anti-Francoist activist. But this is only a movie. The actor playing the visitor disappeared midway through the shoot and has to be tracked down.
 12 April
Challengers
The last big tennis movie became famous for its star slapping the host of the Oscars; let’s hope for something better for Luca Guadagnino’s effort. Zendaya plays a former tennis prodigy who has gone into coaching and manages her husband (Mike Faist), a former worldbeater now in a slump. Then he finds himself up against Josh O’Connor, his former pal – and his wife’s former lover.
 26 April
Joker: Folie à Deux

Supervillainy … Lady Gaga and Joaquin Phoenix in Joker: Folie à Deux
There was a huge fan response to the 2019 Joker film with Joaquin Phoenix as the depressed party clown and comedian who becomes a DC supervillain and here comes a sequel. Phoenix is the eponymous toxic humorist and Lady Gaga is Harley Quinn, the psychiatrist brought in to treat him, who falls in love with her patient.
 4 October
Paddington in Peru
Paddington 2 became a colossal smash in the US and its prestige was crowned with a TV sketch for the Platinum Jubilee co-starring the Queen and the movie’s co-creator Simon Farnaby as a footman. Next comes a threequel: Paddington (voiced by Ben Whishaw) and his adopted family the Browns head off to Peru to find his Aunt Lucy.
 8 November
 This article was amended on 29 December 2023 to correct Simon Farnaby’s name. An earlier version said that it was Simon Barnaby. Also, the running time of Dune: Part Two is 2hrs 46mins, not three-and-a-quarter hours as an earlier version said.
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Everything politicians tell you about immigration is wrong. This is how it actually works
Hein de Haas

Escaping poverty, violence and the climate crisis are factors, but the main driver is rich societies demanding cheap labour
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 Illustration: Eleanor Shakespeare
We seem to be living in times of unprecedented mass migration. Images of people from Africa crammed into unseaworthy boats desperately trying to cross the Mediterranean, asylum seekers crossing the Channel into Britain, and “caravans” of migrants trying to reach the Mexico-US border all seem to confirm fears that global migration is spinning out of control.
A toxic combination of poverty, inequality, violence, oppression, climate breakdown and population growth appear to be pushing growing numbers of people from Africa, Asia and Latin America to embark upon desperate journeys to reach the shores of the wealthy west.
All of this results in the popular idea of a “migration crisis” that will require drastic countermeasures to prevent massive waves of people arriving in the future, apparently exceeding the absorption capacity of western societies and economies.
Despite this, however, there is no scientific evidence to sustain the claim that global migration is accelerating. International migrants account for about 3% of the world population, and this percentage has remained remarkably stable over the past half a century.
Likewise, refugee migration is much more limited than political rhetoric and media images suggest. About 10% of all international migrants are refugees, representing 0.3% of the world population. While refugee flows fluctuate strongly with levels of conflict, there is no evidence of a long-term increasing trend. About 80-85% of refugees remain in regions of origin, and that share has also remained rather stable over the past decades. And there is no evidence that illegal migration is spinning out of control – in fact, the large majority of migrants who move from the global south to the global north continue to move legally. For instance, nine out of 10 Africans move to Europe legally, with passports and papers in hand.
The evidence also turns common understandings of the causes of migration on its head. The conventional view is that south-to-north migration is in essence the outgrowth of poverty, inequality and violence in origin countries – hence the popular idea that poverty reduction and development are the only long-term solutions to migration.
However, this assumption is undermined by evidence showing that migration rises as poor countries become richer. This is because increasing levels of income and education, alongside infrastructure improvements, raise people’s capabilities and aspirations to migrate. Instead of the stereotypical “desperate flight from misery”, in reality migration is generally an investment in the long-term wellbeing of families and requires significant resources. Poverty actually deprives people of the resources required to move over long distances, let alone to cross continents.
This is also one of the many reasons why, contrary to common assumptions, climate breakdown is unlikely to trigger mass movements of “climate refugees”. Research on the effects of droughts and flooding shows that most people will stay close to home. In fact, the most vulnerable people are most likely to get trapped, unable to move out at all.
It is no coincidence that most migrants come from middle-income countries such as India and Mexico. The paradox is that any form of development in the poorest countries of the world – such as in sub-Saharan Africa – is therefore likely to increase their future emigration potential.
Still, despite global averages remaining stable, it is difficult to deny that legal immigration to the US, Britain and western Europe has been growing over the past decades. The frequent discontent this has caused has gone along with repeated calls for less, more controlled or more selective immigration.
But border crackdowns have clearly failed to achieve these objectives or have even made problems worse because they were not based on an understanding of how migration really works. The main reason is that these policies ignored the most important root cause of migration: persistent labour demand.
The misleading assertion that poverty causes migration conceals the fact that labour demand has been the main driver of growing immigration to western countries since the 1990s. More widespread education, women’s emancipation and population ageing have led to labour shortages; these have fuelled a growing demand for migrant workers in sectors such as agriculture, construction, cleaning, hospitality, transport and food processing, as supplies of local workers willing and able to do such jobs have increasingly run dry. Without such chronic labour shortages, most migrants wouldn’t have come.
But this hasn’t been a natural process. It is instead one that has been encouraged by decades of policies geared towards economic and labour market liberalisation, which have fuelled the growth of precarious jobs that local workers won’t take. Politicians from left to right know this reality, but they don’t dare admit it out of fear of being seen as “soft on immigration”. They choose instead to talk tough and revert to acts of political showmanship that create an appearance of control, but that in effect function as a smokescreen to conceal the true nature of immigration policy. Under this current arrangement, more and more migrants are allowed in, and the employment of undocumented workers is widely tolerated as they fill in crucial labour shortages.
oliticians have turned a blind eye as proven by almost laughably low levels of workplace enforcement.
To break away from this legacy of failed policies, politicians need to gather the courage to tell an honest story about migration: that it is a phenomenon that benefits some people more than others; that it can have downsides for some, but cannot be thought or wished away; and that there are no simple solutions for complex problems.
Fundamental choices have to be made. For example, do we want to live in a society in which more and more work – transport, construction, cleaning, care of elderly people and children, food provision – is outsourced to a new class of servants made up mainly of migrant workers? Do we want a large agricultural sector that partly relies on subsidies and is dependent on migrants for the necessary labour? The present reality shows that we cannot divorce debates about immigration from broader debates about inequality, labour, social justice and, most importantly, the kind of society we want to live in.
 
	Hein de Haas is professor of sociology at the University of Amsterdam, and the author of How Migration Really Works

	Do you have an opinion on the issues raised in this article? If you would like to submit a response of up to 300 words by email to be considered for publication in our letters section, please click here.








Andrew Haigh at the house where he grew up in Croydon, south London, where he shot his new film, All of Us Strangers. Photograph: David Levene/The Guardian
‘A generation of queer people are grieving for the childhood they never had’: Andrew Haigh on All of Us Strangers
Andrew Haigh at the house where he grew up in Croydon, south London, where he shot his new film, All of Us Strangers. Photograph: David Levene/The Guardian
The writer-director’s devastating film, which stars Andrew Scott and Paul Mescal, is hoovering up awards and leaving audiences in pieces. He talks about love, loneliness and the solace of 80s pop 
by Alex Needham
Fri 29 Dec 2023 00.00 EST
When Andrew Haigh was shooting his new film, All of Us Strangers, in his parents’ old house in Croydon, something strange began to happen. “I started getting eczema again, and I’d not had eczema since I was a kid,” says the director, who is now 50. “It was coming up in the exact same places. I thought, ‘What the fuck is happening to me?’ I feel there is a sense that your body remembers trauma. Somehow things get almost embedded in your DNA, and they find ways to leak out.”
In All of Us Strangers, this leakage happens to Adam, a 46-year-old gay man exquisitely played by Andrew Scott. He’s a blocked, depressed screenwriter whose parents died in a car crash when he was 12, and who lives in a mysteriously empty tower block in London. One night after a fire alarm, a younger man called Harry, played by Paul Mescal, drunkenly comes to his door. Although Adam initially rejects him, the pair later embark on the love affair he has always yearned for – and Mescal and Scott are explosively convincing as a couple. “Casting is like running a dating agency,” says Haigh. “I have to be careful to pick the people who will be good together.” When Adam decides to return to the house he grew up in, he discovers that his mum and dad – played by Jamie Bell and Claire Foy – are still living there, the same age they were when they died, in a perpetual 1987.

Andrew Scott (as Adam) and Paul Mescal (as Harry) in All of Us Strangers. Photograph: Entertainment Pictures/Alamy
The film – which won best film and best director at the British Independent Film awards in December – somehow blends a love story, a ghost story, and a time-flipped coming-of-age narrative. The result is a masterful exploration of loneliness and grief, the relationship between children and their parents, and a demonstration of the fact that time, far from healing, can bring childhood trauma rearing up stronger than ever in middle age. But it’s also a tender, aching expression of the insatiable human need for love and connection, which Haigh depicts as being so powerful that it can annihilate the border between life and death. “All the people in the film are longing for something – to be understood, to be known,” Haigh says.
All of Us Strangers is a “very free” adaptation of a Japanese novel called Strangers by Taichi Yamada (who died last month aged 89), which the film-maker wrote during the pandemic while living in Los Angeles. “There’s a pandemic emotion at the heart of it,” he says. “We all spent a lot of time staring out of the window, didn’t we?” Sitting in a Soho hotel suite, Haigh – whose previous films include Weekend and 45 Years, and who also made the TV series Looking and The North Water – was keen to make the film “as personal as I could. It’s about someone having a reunion with their own past so it made sense that I had to do the same thing. As I was writing about the home Adam goes back to, I started thinking about my own childhood home, and when we were talking about where to shoot I thought, ‘I’ll just go down and see if it’s still there.’ I couldn’t remember where it was on the street because I left there when I was nine or 10” – when his parents divorced – “but I had the photo that Adam lifts up in the film, with Claire Foy put in instead of my mum.”
Haigh found the house and the owner agreed to let him film there. “It was a strange choice, emotionally, because I knew it wouldn’t be the easiest place to be. But I wanted the film to have a certain honesty and vulnerability, to feel grounded in some kind of reality. The only way was to make it my own reality, as a way to make it specific in the hope that it would speak to all those details of life that end up feeling universal.”
It’s the hardest thing, about being queer within a family – you’re not like your parents. And you have a secret
The reality he’s talking about is that of a middle-aged gay man who was a young teenager at the end of the 80s, when the Aids crisis unleashed a wave of savage homophobia (a survey in 1987 discovered that 75% of the UK thought homosexuality was “always” or “mostly” wrong). “I wanted it to be very specific about a certain generation of gay person, which was our generation,” Haigh says when I tell him I’m also gay, and a year younger than him. “It wasn’t an easy time. Growing up, I felt, ‘If I’m going to become a gay person I’m not going to have a future, and the only other alternative is not to be gay’ – which of course you can’t not be. So I wanted to tell that story.”

‘If you’re a queer kid, you don’t want to tell your parents that you’re being bullied’: Andrew Haigh at his childhood home in Croydon. Photograph: David Levene/The Guardian
All of Us Strangers depicts someone struggling with the lasting effects of a childhood disfigured not only by bereavement, but also by prejudice and hatred. “There’s a generation of queer people grieving for the childhood they never had,” Haigh says. “I think there’s a sense of nostalgia for something we never got, because we were so tormented. It feels close to grief. It dissipates, but it’s always there. It’s like a knot in your stomach.”
Much of All of Us Strangers’ emotional power comes from the brutally repressed Adam attempting to dispel his feelings of shame and isolation in order to be seen and loved for the person he truly is. To this end, he takes the opportunity, denied to him by their death, to come out to his mum and dad, separately. His mum is shocked – “Isn’t it a very lonely life?” – and worried about Aids. His dad, not unkindly, says: “We always knew you were a bit tutti-frutti.” Says Haigh: “The coming-out scenes are about the importance of being known. It’s very hard to move through life if you feel you’re not understood. And if you’re not understood, you feel you’re alone.”
Adam asks his father why he would never come into his room to comfort him when he was crying after being bullied at school – something else Haigh suffered. “I was about nine, and the kids around me knew something was different about me before I really did,” he says. “So you’re like, ‘I don’t understand why you’re calling me these names.’ But they could feel it somehow. When my mum saw the film, she was like, ‘Is this what happened to you?’ And I was like, ‘Yes.’ If you’re a queer kid, you don’t want to tell your parents you’re being bullied, because they’re going to think you’re different, and that’s the last thing you want. It’s the hardest thing, sometimes, about being queer within a family – you’re not like your parents and you have a secret.”

Adam (Andrew Scott) with his mother (played by Claire Foy) in All of Us Strangers. Photograph: AP
Haigh came out to his parents in his mid-20s. His father now has dementia, and went into a care home during the making All of Us Strangers. Visiting him one weekend, the film-maker discovered his dad no longer remembered his son was gay. “He was like, ‘Are you married? Have you got a wife?’ I’ve been out to my dad for a very long time and he’s been beautifully accepting, and it had completely gone from his mind. I found myself suddenly having the same fear I had when I was in my 20s, of having to come out to him again. And I realised I couldn’t do it because I didn’t want to upset him. But in the end he was quiet for a while and then he said, ‘Well, as long as you have found love.’ It felt like such a beautiful thing for my dad to say. He just understood what was the important thing, and in so many ways it spoke so much to what the film is about. And then I had to come down again and shoot that scene with Jamie and Andrew in my old lounge, so it was emotionally complicated.”
My childhood self would have been amazed I’m telling a story about queerness, and not be terrified for others to see it
The film also draws on Haigh’s relationship with his own children, who are 10 and 12. “They don’t live with me full-time, but when I’m with them and I’m their parent, I’m always worried. Am I doing the right thing? Am I saying the right thing? Am I helping them? As I’ve got older I’ve realised you don’t need a parent to give advice, necessarily. You don’t need them to solve things because sometimes you can only solve it yourself.”
Beyond fulfilling the needs of a child, there is something about being a queer parent that makes one wonder how you and your children will fit into broader society. “It’s like, ‘Are we different?” Haigh asks. “Do we have a new way of being? Do we have a different way that our families can exist, because we don’t have a model? I know a lot of queer people who have kids and they’re all trying to navigate that. Are we trying to be like our parents were to us, or are we trying to be something else?”

Frankie Goes to Hollywood: ‘I used to sing their song The Power of Love in my bedroom,’ says Haigh, ‘not really understanding anything about myself.’ Photograph: Ilpo Musto/Alamy
All of Us Strangers is particularly acute in its use of 80s hits such as The Power of Love by Frankie Goes to Hollywood, Johnny Come Home by Fine Young Cannibals and Build by the Housemartins, all of which Adam listens to while mulling over his childhood, and which then becomes part of the supernatural world he visits (he and his parents joyfully put up festive decorations to Pet Shop Boys’ Always on my Mind, Christmas No 1 in 1987). To young gay boys denied role models – especially when section 28 made it illegal for schools and local authorities to offer positive representations of homosexuality – and who were too terrified to disclose our queerness to our dads, gay pop stars like Neil Tennant and Holly Johnson, and also gentle straight frontmen such as Roland Gift and Paul Heaton, were the only people who seemed to point the way to how we might be able to live as grown men.
“Paul Heaton and Roland Gift aren’t queer artists, but they so spoke to me,” Haigh agrees. “I’m sure my political viewpoints are based on listening to the Housemartins” – who were avowedly socialist at the time of the Thatcher government. “Pop music was so important – it gave me hope as a kid. I used to sing The Power of Love to myself in my bedroom, not really understanding anything about myself at that point, but knowing that it was longing for something, and believing that something could be possible. When I put this song in the film, I was thinking that my childhood self would have been so amazed that I’m doing what I’m doing now – able to tell a story about queerness for other people to see, and not be terrified.”
Both characters are not lonely because they’re gay. They are lonely because the world has made them feel different
“I never dreamed that I would get to be / The creature that I always meant to be,” as Pet Shop Boys put it in Being Boring? “Don’t!” Haigh says, who is a diehard fan. “I can’t even listen to that line – it makes me want to burst into tears.”
As he comes out to her, Adam explains to his mother that things are much better for gay people now, and his relationship with Harry, a northerner in his 20s, allows Haigh to explore the personal effects of those changes – and whether they have really gone as far as one might think. For instance, Harry identifies as queer, and when Adam says he uses the term gay, Harry tells him the word was a ubiquitous insult when he was at school: “Your haircut’s gay. Your schoolbag’s gay.” Harry says his family are relaxed about his sexuality, but their focus is on his heterosexual siblings and their children, not the tache-wearing, whisky-swigging black sheep of the family.
Is Haigh saying that to be gay is to be alienated? “I don’t think so,” he says. “I know a lot of young gay people who do not feel alienation. I imagine some of them will watch this film and be like, ‘Why are they all complaining? There’s nothing to moan about, life is absolutely fine.’ But I also know people close to me, younger than me, who’ve found it very difficult. So I don’t want to pretend that everything is all great either. But also, it’s important to me that both characters are not lonely because they’re gay – they are lonely because the world has made them feel different. Harry has moved to London, which can be a very alienating place. There are lots of reasons why you can slip gently into aloneness and if you cannot find something to get you out of that, you can stop caring about yourself, which is Harry’s problem.”
Like Weekend, All of Us Strangers is frank about drug use. In a moment of gay inter-generational misunderstanding, Harry gives Adam white powder on a key, which Adam lustily sniffs thinking it’s cocaine – but it’s ketamine. “To pretend that drug use isn’t part of the gay scene is just an absolute lie,” Haigh says. “I think I’ve always tried not to glorify drug-taking, but to be honest – drugs can feel wonderful and also make you feel paranoid and afraid and alone. You can slip away, you can lose your grounding. I’m certainly not saying that everyone should go out and take drugs!”
Watch a trailer of All of Us Strangers
As its narcotic, dreamlike feel sets in, All of Us Strangers increasingly wrongfoots the audience. “I saw the film as a spiral, and it kept getting woozier and stranger,” Haigh says. Adam starts to get feverish, which is unexplained in the film, though Haigh points out that it happens after his mother mentions Aids. “I think all of us gay men of that generation know that every time we had a bit of a sweat if we were having sex with other people, we were suddenly terrified that we were going to have HIV,” Haigh says. “A swollen gland was not just a swollen gland. I wanted to have that trickling under the surface, that Aids is another fear that Adam has buried. I’m telling a ghost story – what are the things that haunt him?”
The film’s more surreal moments include a trippy, time-warping scene set to Blur’s Death of a Party and filmed at gay pub the Royal Vauxhall Tavern in London, where Haigh used to go to the club night Duckie; and a setpiece in which the adult Adam, wearing his childhood pyjamas, gets in bed between his parents. “However old you are, you feel like a kid,” Haigh believes. “You can’t escape that feeling of wanting to be with your parents again and have them look after you. I loved the idea that these pyjamas didn’t fit, because we want to go back to our childhood, but of course it doesn’t fit.”

Andrew Haigh in the garden of his Croydon childhood home. Photograph: David Levene/The Guardian
Towards the end of the film, Adam’s parents take him to a deserted diner in the Whitgift shopping centre in Croydon, Haigh’s childhood haunt (“at Fairfield Hall next door I saw Bucks Fizz, which was the first concert I went to, which may be the gayest thing anybody’s ever done”). In this tacky, mundane setting, something painfully bittersweet occurs. Then there’s the film’s conclusion, which can either be read as romantic and hopeful, or a vision of overwhelming sadness. “More than anything, I wanted you to leave the cinema and have the film continue on within you,” Haigh says. “45 Years was the same, and even Weekend.”
This month, the LA Times named All of Us Strangers as the best film of 2023; at the New York film festival, the critic Mark Harris said the cinema was awash. The consensus so far appears to be not only that it is a masterpiece, but a profoundly moving one. Haigh is relieved: “When you make something personal, you’re putting it out into the world, and if the world turns round and says, ‘I don’t like that and I don’t care about it’, you can’t help but think, ‘OK, you basically don’t care about me.’”
Although the film has a particular, queer point of view, he believes its universal themes make it accessible to everyone. “All of us are children, a lot of us are parents, a lot of us are in a relationship or not finding love. Look, I want 15-year-olds to see this movie, not just people our age. If I had seen this film when I was 15, it would probably have made a big difference to me.”
 All of Us Strangers is released on 26 January
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Construction work in Huai'an, Jiangsu province. Property investment in China in the first 11 months of the year fell by 9.4% year on year. Photograph: Costfoto/NurPhoto/Rex/Shutterstock
China is cracking down on negative commentary about the financial market and other sectors as the authorities seek to boost public confidence despite challenging economic headwinds.
This month the Weibo account Weibo Finance, which has more than 1.5 million followers, issued an instruction against posting any comments “that bad-mouth the economy”. The post appears to have since been deleted. Bloomberg reported that several other finance influencers had been told by Weibo to “avoid crossing red lines” and to post less about the economy. Weibo did not reply to a request for comment.
China’s ministry of state security published an article on 12 December saying there was a need to “sing the bright theory of China’s economy”.
In a separate WeChat post, the ministry said: “Various cliches intended to denigrate China’s economy continue to appear. Their essence is to use false narratives to construct a ‘discourse trap’ and ‘cognitive trap’ of China’s decline, in order to cast doubt on the system and path of socialism with Chinese characteristics.”
Alicia García-Herrero, the chief economist for Asia Pacific at Natixis, an investment bank, said: “Economic topics used to be widely discussed but there is an increasing number of topics that are becoming problematic.”
Topics that are considered increasingly sensitive in China’s economy include record high youth unemployment figures (the government stopped publishing this data in August), deflation, the struggling property sector and capital flight.
The restrictions have been building for some time. In June, three finance commentators, one of whom had 4.7 million Weibo followers, were blocked by the platform as a punishment for “hyping up the unemployment rate, spreading negative information … [and] smearing the development of the securities market”.
Dan Wang, the chief economist at Hang Seng Bank, said “the number one sensitive issue now” was foreign investment, because of its links to cross-border capital flows.
“There is a difference between the actual capital flows and the official attitude when it comes to whether they welcome foreign investors or not. Openly, [the government] welcomes foreign investors, but the current situation is not the best for foreigners to stay. There’s a gap between what the government says and what is actually going on in the market,” Wang said.
Property is another sensitive topic. The real estate sector, which typically accounts for between a quarter and a third of GDP, has struggled to recover from a regulatory whirlwind known as the “three red lines” policy, which limited developers’ ability to take on debt, meaning that construction on hundreds of residential developments stalled.
Evergrande, once China’s biggest developer, is in the midst of a painful debt restructuring process, while Country Garden, its main rival, defaulted in October.
New home prices fell in November, and property investment in the first 11 months of the year fell by 9.4% year on year, according to the National Bureau of Statistics. Analysts have said there is now a growing gulf between official statistics and private market data as Beijing tries to control the spread of pessimism in the sector.
There is also pressure on economists in Hong Kong to be optimistic about the mainland economy, although analysts say this is a long-term trend and one that comes from a general atmosphere of deference to Beijing rather than specific instructions.
“This was even more obvious following the three red lines policy that instigated the popping of China’s property bubble in 2020,” said Andrew Collier, a managing director at Orient Capital Research, a financial research firm. “While there were structural reasons for the decline, the three red lines policy set it off. Economists and property analysts kept calling a floor to the decline and also insisted that Beijing would support the property market. But it didn’t.”
Wang said: “We need to conform to the official party line. We need to focus on the positive side of the economy, [but] it’s harder to find those bright spots.”
Some analysts argue that confidence will be just as important, if not more, as government stimulus in rescuing China’s economy, although the two are linked. Collier said: “Statements about a turnaround in China property won’t do the trick.”
Wang said: “People need to understand what the policies are for, but there’s a lack of discussion in the public space. The government has to be more willing to openly discuss why they do certain things or not do certain things.”
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Simon Blackham of the insulation maker Recticel, which expects to spend around £400,000 to comply with the new regime. Photograph: Fabio De Paola/The Guardian
When the government announced this year it would indefinitely delay plans to force UK companies to adopt a new post-Brexit quality mark, the UKCA, Simon Blackham, of the insulation maker Recticel, was delighted. “Yes! An outbreak of common sense,” he recalls thinking.
His joy was short-lived, however. It quickly emerged that the government’s change of heart did not apply to construction products, such as the insulation panels Recticel manufactures in Stoke-on-Trent.
Within the next 18 months, the Belgian-owned firm expects to have to spend about £400,000 in the UK retesting its products to comply with the new regime.
It is an increasingly common story: three years on from Brexit, as the government celebrates leaving the EU’s complex regulatory regime, many firms are finding the practicalities of this “divergence” costly and confusing – and business groups say that it is going to get worse.
Chemicals are another case in point. Since January 2020, the UK has failed to ban 36 pesticides that are not allowed for use in the EU.
Blackham wearily explains that construction products are overseen by Michael Gove’s housing ministry, not the Business and Trade department which issued that statement back in August, saying the government would continue to recognise the EU’s CE mark for many products.
Gove’s department has opted instead to press ahead with replacing the CE mark with the UKCA, for all construction products sold in the UK from June 2025.
This new mark incorporates the same standards as the EU version – but only UK-accredited testing facilities will be able to validate it.
Blackham, Recticel’s senior technical manager in the UK, explains that means everything will need to be retested, by a UK-based lab. In Recticel’s case, he says, this would have to be done for eight products, at a cost of approximately £35,000 each. The firm will also have to repeat fire testing, at about £14,000 a product.
“It’s the same standards, to the same test method, the same everything – and it would have to be paid for, ultimately by the customer, for us to retest material to a test that we already have, to a standard we’ve already done it to,” he says.
The firm has not yet made the final decision to go ahead, in the hope that, as in so many areas relating to post-Brexit regulation, the government – or its successor – could change its mind.
“Where we are at the moment is that we’re still waiting, still hoping that there is a chink of common sense on the horizon,” he says. But with testing capacity in the UK limited, they will to have to take the plunge soon.
A spokesperson for the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities confirmed that the intention was not to recognise the CE mark from June 2025, but added, “we are reforming the UK’s construction product regime, and we recognise the need to provide certainty for the sector. We are carefully considering the recommendations put forward by independent reviewers and will set out next steps in due course.”
Simon Storer, chief executive of the Insulation Manufacturers Association, says the challenges faced by Recticel are being replicated at many other firms. “The unintended consequences are significant and incredibly damaging,” he says. “Most of the companies in my sector are European-owned, and they don’t want to produce a product to a different standard than the one they do in mainland Europe.”
He adds that there are concerns about whether there is testing capacity in the UK to underpin the new regime. “I understand that there are some products that there is no test in the UK for – therefore in theory they will not be eligible to be placed on the UK market. That is the seriousness of it.”
In one sense, the experience of the construction products industry is an exception. The decision to stick with CE marking for most sectors fitted a broader push by Rishi Sunak’s government to quietly smooth over trade frictions with the EU – by negotiating the Windsor Framework governing trade with Northern Ireland, and rejoining the Horizon scientific community, for example.
Plans to impose border checks on goods coming into the UK have been repeatedly delayed – though are now due to come into force next month.
“Active divergence has more or less stopped,” says Joël Reland, who tracks regulatory changes at the thinktank UK in a Changing Europe.
He says the cost of living crisis has meant bashing Brussels is no longer seen as good politics. “What voters care about is the economy and inflation, and if you want to boost growth and control inflation, you don’t want to be pursuing much divergence because it’s disruptive to business and it potentially damages your trade.”
“We’re getting more aligned in some areas,” agrees Stephen Phipson, chief executive of the manufacturers’ group Make UK, citing the decision to rejoin the European scientific funding scheme Horizon, and the 2035 date for phasing out petrol cars, which is now the same as in the EU, after Sunak pushed it back.
However, many goods exporters have already faced a battery of new tests and requirements since the trade and cooperation agreement (TCA) with the EU came into force in May 2021; and the challenge is likely to continue, as EU regulations shift over time – what Reland and his colleagues call “passive divergence”.
Peter Kersh has just retired as managing director of the Yorkshire-based fish food maker WorldFeeds, which supplies aquariums and fish farms in more than 40 countries.
After the TCA rewrote the rules of trade with Europe, it took the firm a year before it could find a way of dealing with the checks and paperwork necessary for every shipment.
Previously, they would send small consignments via “groupage,” where a logistics firm would take a mixed shipment across to the continent made up of products from many different firms.
Carriers stopped offering the service, once every crate from the UK had to be separately checked and accounted for. “When you ship food into the EU now you have to produce a health certificate, which is a laborious matter, and you have to have a vet inspection of your products on-site before they’re shipped across. So there’s all this rigmarole to go through, and it’s costly,” Kersh says.

Simon Blackham, senior technical manager at Recticel Insulation factory in Stoke-on-Trent, pictured in the huge warehouse of completed orders of insulation boards. Photograph: Fabio De Paola/The Guardian
WorldFeeds ultimately found a solution – sending a full load to a single EU client, who then ships individual orders on to other customers. “So we’ve managed to kind of get our marketplace back. But it took a year to sort out and it’s added 30% to the cost of the product,” Kersh says.
“Our customers have been very loyal to us: it’s a very special brand, it’s the best fish food in the world and people like it. But of course you can only stretch a piece of elastic so far, and they won’t wait because they’ve got to feed their fish. So we’ve been massively prejudiced by this. And it’s just really sad.”
And like many respondents to the British Chamber of Commerce’s annual survey on the TCA earlier this month, he says that the gap between UK and EU regulation is likely to widen, as the EU’s rules shift and the UK struggles to keep up, even if it wants to.
“Food is hugely regulated. It gets into ingredients that you can and can’t use: so they could ban an ingredient in the EU that we’re still using in the UK, which means you’re going to have two separate products now, because you can’t sell the same one.”
Perhaps because of barriers such as these, the independent Office for Budget Responsibility has suggested goods trade has been hit harder by Brexit than services exports, which have performed in line with other G7 countries.
Labour has promised to align the UK more closely with EU rules – seeking new agreements on veterinary standards, for example, and mutual recognition of professional standards. But such changes appear unlikely to tackle the broader issue of the EU’s regulatory system drifting further away from the UK’s, as rules are updated over time.
“We are starting to get out of step,” says Phipson. “We don’t have the regulatory capacity to keep up: it’s not intentional but we’re lagging behind.”
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The poet Serhii Pantiuk at work in his studio in Kyiv. Photograph: Alessio Mamo/The Guardian
A year ago, the poet Borys Humenyuk sent a final message. For 24 hours, he and two fellow Ukrainian soldiers had been under relentless Russian fire. Shells rained down on their trench outside the eastern city of Bakhmut. “We’re running out of ammo. Down to the last bullet,” Humenyuk said over a crackling radio. Those were his last words.
Humenyuk had volunteered to relieve a group of exhausted service personnel at “zero”, the hottest part of the frontline. Now, he explained, he was wounded in the shoulder and unable to drag his injured comrade to safety. “We are stuck,” he reported. By the time an evacuation team reached the trench in the village of Klishchiivka, Humenyuk had disappeared.
“There was no sign of him,” said Serhii Pantiuk, another poet and soldier. “We didn’t find a body.” Pantiuk said he believed the Russians had captured his friend. Using an artillery barrage as cover, they had overrun his company’s forward position, stealing across an open field with a few small, bare trees. Such were the vicissitudes of war, he said.
“I believe Borys is alive. He is an adventurous spirit and a clever, artistic guy,” Pantiuk said. “The Russians don’t retrieve the corpses of their own soldiers. We have never seen them pick up the bodies of dead Ukrainians. So Borys must be in a Russian prison.” He conceded there was no proof of this, since Moscow refuses to release a list of those it has captured.
Humenyuk was 57 when he vanished on 27 December 2022. He had been fighting as a volunteer since 2014, soon after Russia began its covert takeover of the Donbas region. Last year, he rejoined the military and became a deputy commander, in charge of a machine-gun unit. In his last interview, Humenyuk said he had been preparing for a war with Russia “my whole life”.
“I don’t expect to come back from it. If I do, it will be a miracle,” he said.

Serhi Pantiuk displays a photo of himself with Borys Humenyuk. Photograph: Alessio Mamo/The Guardian
Amid booms and explosions, Humenyuk wrote poetry and posted it regularly on Facebook.
Pantiuk said he composed his own verse on a smartphone during breaks from active duty. He scribbled one haiku on the back of a Winston cigarette packet. “You can’t sleep for the first day. Your brain whirs,” he said. He emailed his material via a Starlink satellite connection to his wife in Kyiv.
Pantiuk’s latest volume of poetry, his 19th, is titled The Disappearing Winter. He described Humenyuk as one of his country’s best modern poets. “Borys’s work superficially resembles prose. But when you read word by word, you realise it’s like a sacred text. Each poem is a mini-novel,” he reflected. Before last year’s full-scale invasion, Humenyuk had published two collections from the trenches, one of them called Poems from War.

A poem written by Pantiuk written on a cigarette packet while he was at the frontline. Photograph: Alessio Mamo/The Guardian
The experience of conflict has changed Ukrainian poets and their use of language. “It’s crisper, sharper and with the potential to turn toxic,” observed Oksana Maksymchuk, a poet and translator based in Chicago, writing in an anthology of recent Ukrainian poetry called Words for War. It features several pieces by Humenyuk, and other notable writers including the novelist and poet Serhiy Zhadan.
“Borys’s was a remarkable voice. Despite its complexity, it spoke to so many. He was far more widely read than most other poets in the volume. He also loved painting and was very prolific,” Maksymchuk said. Divorced, Humenyuk had adult daughters and looked after a number of cats.
Maksymchuk said Ukrainian poets had abandoned conventional Russian literary devices such as metre and alliteration. There was a new emphasis on storytelling and narrative, often expressed via the medium of free verse. Maksymchuk’s co-editor and fellow poet Max Rosochinsky said there was a move against embellishment and musicality in favour of plainer poems similar to diaries or memoirs.
“The aestheticising of war experience is seen as suspect and morally problematic,” Rosochinsky explained. “There is resistance to the idea that war poetry should be beautiful.” Instead, the new forms of Ukrainian poetry stressed the importance of truth, and experimented with the “decomposition” of words during a period when Russian bombs were turning Ukrainian homes and cities into rubble and ripping apart soldiers and civilians.
Humenyuk’s life and possible death invite comparison with Wilfred Owen and other English poets who fought in the trenches of the first world war. Maksymchuk, however, said contemporary Ukrainian poetry included more civilian voices, especially those of women watching the war unfold from afar. Videos and news reports allowed them to reflect on what was happening in a way that was rare in the 20th century.
Against a backdrop of daily missile attacks, poetry readings are extremely popular. In October, hundreds of people crowded into the basement of Lviv’s puppet theatre to hear the poet and scholar Halyna Kruk recite her work. Zhadan and other writers have toured the front, giving readings to combatants. In Kherson, the southern city recaptured by Ukraine last year, a poetry festival was held in an anonymous building.
#Kherson: The most unusual poetry reading. 

The place couldn't be named. Invitations couldn't be sent. The basement was full. It was in the morning. Sirens and artillery strikes never stopped. pic.twitter.com/xqJDQUUYbj
— Zarina Zabrisky 🇺🇸🇺🇦 (@ZarinaZabrisky) November 7, 2023
“It was mind-blowing. You could hear sirens and explosions going on,” said Zarina Zabrisky, a journalist and poet. She posted video of the event on social media. There were regular Kherson open mic readingswhose locations were shared at the last minute by word of mouth. Local poets read lyrics, as well as prose and humorous stories. “Everyone laughs. About 10 to 20 people come. It’s very sweet,” Zabrisky said, adding that Russia had targeted venues afterwards.
Maksymchuk said: “Poetry readings are a good way of feeling solidarity. You feel disoriented and confused and want to be attuned to a collective feeling. The poems are an emotional discharge. That’s why people come in such big numbers.” There were similarities with Greek tragedies, performed at a moment of tension, when ancient Athens and other city states were under threat from Persian invasion, she said.
There are also Russophone poets writing from the other side of the frontline. Until 2022, there was dialogue between pro-Ukrainian writers and their counterparts in the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics in the east of the country. This stopped last year. “They unfriended us,” Maksymchuk said, and added that the LNR and DNR poets became ideological cheerleaders for Putin’s war, and these days mostly wrote propaganda.

Copies of 100 Novels About War and Poems from War by Borys Humenyuk. Photograph: Alessio Mamo/The Guardian
Europe’s biggest conflict since 1945 has boosted the international market for Ukrainian writing and verse. It is easier for poets to get their work published in journals and magazines. “It’s a golden age. We don’t know how long it will last,” Rosochinsky said. In February, Jonathan Cape will publish Food for the Dead by Charlotte Shevchenko Knight, a British-Ukrainian poet. Her book is described as “an eloquent, moving counter-song against Russian totalitarianism”.
This flourishing has come at a terrible price. In July, a Russian missile strike killed the Ukrainian novelist Victoria Amelina in the eastern city of Kramatorsk. She had started writing poetry in response to the war. A few months earlier, Russian soldiers abducted and executed Volodymyr Vakulenko, a poet and children’s writer. His diary of occupation was found hidden under a cherry tree at his home in Izium when the city was liberated.
In a Facebook post, Humenyuk said he hated meeting new people on the frontline because when he called them a few weeks later, nobody picked up. If he is still alive and in prison, he will not have access to books or paper, Pantiuk posited. But he added: “I have no doubt Borys is writing poems in his head.”
From Not a Poem in 40 Days … by Borys Humenyuk
Translated from the Ukrainian by Oksana Maksymchuk and Max Rosochinsky.

Poetry saw people die.
Poetry put spent bullet shells in its ears.
Poetry would rather go blind
Than see corpses every day.

Poetry is the shortcut to heaven.
Poetry sees into the void.
When you fall
It lets you remember your way back.
Poetry went places
Where there isn’t place for poetry.

Poetry witnessed it all.
Poetry witnessed it all.





Gaza  
‘Going to hospital meant risking our lives’: the terror of giving birth in Gaza
Women such as Hanan face labour at home without medical help or pain relief, with only neighbours and relatives to help
Aseel Mousa in Gaza  
Fri 29 Dec 2023 00.00 EST



A mother, Sabreen al-Azami, who was displaced from Beit Lahia due to Israeli attacks and took refuge in a tent, holds her daughter in Rafah, Gaza. Photograph: Anadolu/Getty Images
When Hanan went into labour earlier this month, she was caught between the pain and fear of facing childbirth without medical help, and the terror of Israeli airstrikes and snipers if she tried to reach hospital.
With hospitals emptying of supplies, raided by the Israeli military and already filled far beyond capacity with victims of the war, she decided to bring her youngest son into the world at home.
A nurse who had taken shelter in their apartment building came to help, but could not offer more than basic medical advice. Hanan’s other children listened in horror to the reality of birth without medical support or pain relief.
“The pain was excruciating, and I was desperate to get to a hospital. But the situation outside made it impossible; going to the hospital meant risking our lives,” Hanan said, a few days after the birth.
There is almost no electricity in the Gaza Strip, with power supplies cut, power plants damaged, and fuel supplies for generators almost exhausted after more than two months of Israeli attacks and a tight blockade.
The women living in Hanan’s apartment building rallied together so that Haya, the nurse, could monitor her patient through the long night, using their phone batteries to light up the room.
“Despite the challenges of charging our phones … they lit up the room with their flashlights to help Nurse Haya during my delivery,” Hanan said. They also tried to support her through the labour, encouraging her and trying to help her regulate her breathing to endure the brutal pain.
The UN has said it is “gravely concerned” about pregnant women who cannot access healthcare in Gaza. In October it estimated more than 50,000 women in Gaza were pregnant, with over 100 expected to give birth every day amid shortages of basic necessities including food and water, and little access to healthcare.
The number of functioning hospitals has dropped from 36 to eight, and doctors across Gaza say they are overwhelmed by victims of airstrikes and fighting. That has forced hundreds of women to go through childbirth alone, at home, like Hanan.
“I found myself screaming in agony, in front of my children, who were already terrified for me and distressed by the relentless Israeli airstrikes,” she said. Her daughter began crying, and Hanan tried harder to endure the pain without screaming, the only comfort she could offer seven-year-old Sirin.
“Sirin’s cries broke my heart. I couldn’t reassure her, and she was frightened by my screams. So in the midst of my own fear and pain, I struggled to contain them.”
Haya had worked on maternity wards in hospitals, but always alongside doctors. “I had never delivered a baby myself,” she said. Suddenly, she was having to do everything she could to keep both her patients alive.
The odds are stacked against children born prematurely or with medical problems in Gaza today. There are 130 newborn babies in incubators; the UN says they are among the territory’s highest-risk patients.

A premature baby in an incubator at al-Shifa hospital in October, before the maternity unit was forced to transfer its patients. Photograph: Reuters
Four babies died in the intensive care unit of al-Nasr hospital after staff were forced to evacuate during an attack and were unable to take the babies with them, Human Rights Watch reported in November. Five others died in al-Shifa hospital, before its surviving neonatal patients were evacuated to Egypt.
Hanan, now a mother of three sons and a daughter, fled one brutal war a decade ago. A Palestinian who grew up in Syria, she moved to Gaza in 2012 to escape the civil war in her first home, only to find conflict waiting in her new home too.
The family live in western Gaza’s al-Nasr neighbourhood, which Israeli troops ordered civilians to evacuate at the start of their war. They headed south to Khan Younis, but conditions in the city were so grim they decided to return to al-Nasr.
“Even if it meant risking my life, I preferred to face death with dignity,” she said. “I couldn’t bear the thought of being in a shelter for displaced people, where my children didn’t have mattresses to sleep on, and there was a shortage of even basic essentials like water and food.”
So the family – Hanan, her husband, and children Hassan, 16, Hamada, 14, and Sirin – went back to wait out the war and prepare for their new arrival.
During the labour, friends and neighbours offered what they could to help; beside the lights from their phones, mostly prayers and clothing that could be cut into strips for Haya to use as she attended to the mother and the baby.
“When the baby’s head emerged and the cries of the newborn filled the room, a wave of mixed emotions – relief, fear, joy, and anxiety – swept over everyone,” Haya said.
“I had to improvise and cut the umbilical cord using scissors from Hanan’s kitchen. There was no steriliser, and leaving the house to try and get some, or buy medical scissors, was impossible.”
Everyone in the building considers the baby their “miracle child”, Haya added. His parents are happy he is alive and seems healthy, though they have not been able to take him for the usual newborn tests.
“I named my son Ward, which means flowers. I hope he will have a future as beautiful as roses,” Hanan said. “Even as a newborn baby he has displayed remarkable strength, defying Israeli bombings and the lack of food and basic medical support to come into this world.”





Sharks  
South Australian shark attack: tributes flow for ‘talented and dearly loved’ teenage surfer
Khai Cowley, 15, was killed by a suspected great white shark off Ethel beach on the Yorke Peninsula
Australian Associated Press and Guardian staff  
Thu 28 Dec 2023 23.06 EST
First published on Thu 28 Dec 2023 19.32 EST



The surfing community has paid tribute to Khai Cowley after the 15-year-old was killed by a shark on South Australia’s Yorke Peninsula, in the state’s third fatal attack this year. Photograph: Surfing South Australia/PR IMAGE
A teenage boy killed in a shark attack off the coast of South Australia has been remembered as a talented and dearly loved member of the surfing community.
The 15-year-old, identified by friends and a family member as Khai Cowley, was mauled by a suspected great white while surfing off the remote Ethel beach on the Yorke Peninsula west of Adelaide about 1.30pm on Thursday.
Emergency services rushed to the popular surfing spot in Innes national park but were unable to save the boy, who was from Maslin Beach in Adelaide’s south, police said.
Surfing SA paid tribute to the talented surfer on Thursday night. “We are devastated to learn that a young, talented and dearly loved member of our surfing community was the surfer involved in the attack at Ethel Beach, and are absolutely shattered to hear that the incident was fatal,” it said. “Our utmost deepest sympathies are with his family.”
The surf club MicroGroms Junior Boardriders said the teenager would be missed and sent “love and support to his family”. “It is with immense sadness that Microgroms Junior Surf Club remember Khai after his devastating passing,” it said on social media.
“Khai was a member since 2016 and will be remembered as a good friend and talented surfer who was well respected and admired by all that knew him.”

An undated image of Khai Cowley surfing. Photograph: SUPPLIED/AAP
Ryan Valente, a local skipper with Reef Encounters who knows the Marion Bay region well, said it was unusual to see great whites in the area and he could not recall any similar encounters.
“It’s stuff nightmares are made of,” he told ABC Radio on Friday. “Yesterday itself, conditions-wise, was a very grim day: lightning, strong winds and it was quite a dark day. The town’s in a bit of shock, I guess. Our hearts go out to the family.”
Andrew Fox, a researcher at the Rodney Fox Shark Museum, said great whites were ambush predators and murky conditions on Thursday may have increased their activity.
“They’re more motivated – bigger swell, dirty water,” he told ABC Radio. “Anything that increases the chances of an ambush predator.”
The death rounds out a horror year for beachgoers in the state, with three people killed by sharks and two othes injured.
In May a teacher, Simon Baccanello, 46, died in a suspected shark attack while surfing at Walkers Rock beach, about 365km west of Adelaide, before 55-year-old Tod Gendle was killed while surfing at Granites beach on the state’s west coast in October. Neither of their bodies were recovered.
Prof Charlie Huveneers, a shark expert at Flinders University, said the number of bites had risen globally over the past four decades, but they still occurred infrequently.
Human population growth, habitat destruction, declining water quality, climate change and the changing distribution of sharks and their prey were all likely contributors.
Huveneers said there were three main ways to mitigate shark attacks and serious injuries, including reducing the overlap of sharks and humans by establishing swimming enclosures or aerial surveillance, the use of personal electrical deterrents, and the use of bite-resistant wetsuits.
The South Australian premier, Peter Malinauskas, said his thoughts were with Khai’s family.
“I can’t think of anything more horrific, particularly at this time of year,” he told Channel 9.
Malinauskas said the government was looking at a range of deterrents but the remoteness of South Australian beaches made it a difficult task.
“We’ve got a coastline in South Australia that’s basically the equivalent of NSW and Victoria combined,” he said.
“It’s impossible to net the entire area.
“But we’ve seen 11 fatal shark attacks in South Australia since the year 2000, so the fact we’ve seen three across this summer is startling and it is of concern.”





Bill Granger  
Bill Granger always illuminated the room – with rays of enthusiasm, kindness and that contagious smile
Petrina Tinslay
Over 30 years, photographer Petrina Tinslay documented the life and career of the genre-defining cook, known for his light and warmth
Thu 28 Dec 2023 23.04 EST



Bill Granger. ‘His enduring love of design and art were core to his ease in creating dining experiences that felt magic.’ Photograph: Petrina Tinslay
When people talk about Bill Granger, they often talk of sunshine. Usually, it’s “sunshine on a plate”, but for those who came into his immediate orbit, he was also pure sunshine in spirit. I first met Bill at a photoshoot on Bondi beach in 1994. The great but now defunct Gourmet magazine wanted me to photograph a bowl of Bill’s noodles, being held by a true blue Aussie surf lifesaver: an early 90s take on Asian flavours being integrated into Australian food for an American magazine.
Bill arrived with the noodles and props, wearing his trademark white T-shirt, blue jeans and tousled blond hair. It was the beginning of a long creative collaboration with Bill and his wife, Natalie, among the most treasured in my photographic career.

Bill Granger and daughter Edie on set at Palm Beach. Photograph: Petrina Tinslay
By that stage, I had already spent many Saturdays standing in the round-the-block queues at bills in Darlinghurst. The cafe opened in 1993 and word spread fast. It was usual to stand in line for well over an hour on weekend mornings, but the (already) infamous ricotta hotcakes, avo on toast, sweetcorn fritters and those creamy, silky scrambled eggs – an all-day breakfast made by Bill, along with his first chef, Michele Cranston – were worth waiting for. So was the space: a light-filled dining room with a central communal table adorned with gorgeous flower arrangements and cutting-edge magazines on food, design and art.
In those early days, bills already had a recipe for success.
Bill was a self-taught cook with an effortless and natural (or perhaps unnatural) gift with food. Quite a number of years ago, Bill and Natalie kindly invited me to their home in Clovelly in Sydney for casual weeknight dinner to chat through an upcoming project. They had been caught up working late unexpectedly and arrived home about the same time I stepped up to their front door.
I was perched on a kitchen stool with a drink as Bill started cooking. He told me apologetically that hadn’t had the chance to go shopping and I could see there was barely anything in the fridge as he opened the door.
What followed was like an episode of Jamie Oliver’s The Naked Chef. Somehow, out of nothing, a spectacular dinner was on the table for us all about 20 minutes later. A breathtaking display of Bill’s culinary prowess.
But Bill also had a crystal clear understanding that dining was not just about food. He understood that the look, the sounds and the feel of a place were so important; and was often quoted as saying, “you eat with your eyes”. No detail was left unattended or to chance in his dining spaces. I think studying at art school for a short time and his enduring love of design and art were core to his ease in creating dining experiences that felt magic, whether at bills or Granger & Co.
That and his gift for finding and championing extremely talented collaborators. He employed a host of the most brilliant chefs, interior designers, graphic designers, fashion designers, florists, management staff, floor staff and even musicians to curate playlists – and he valued them all enormously.

Granger in Tokyo (left) and at the bills in Surry Hills. Photograph: Petrina Tinslay
I still vividly recall the pre-opening speech he gave at bills in Jamsil, Korea, in 2014. In a few short sentences, he explained to new staff that dining can be an uplifting experience when all the small details align. It was such a positive and immensely inspiring moment. You could hear a pin drop in the room as he spoke – we were all entranced, we all had goosebumps.
Given his “king of breakfast” moniker, it probably isn’t surprising that Bill was most definitely a morning person. In 2007, we travelled up to Seal Rocks with a shoot crew for his cookbook, Bill’s Holiday. We had a very early call time, and congregating in the kitchen before heading out, there were mostly yawns and sleepy heads. But Bill rolled in looking crisp, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. After greeting everyone, he cheerfully asked me what I thought the future of food photography looked like. I responded that I would really need a few coffees under my belt before unravelling that very large question – it was 5.30am!

Petrina Tinslay with Granger at Bills Osaka (left) and Granger in her former studio in Paddington. Photograph: Petrina Tinslay
Across the years I have had the privilege of collaborating with Bill and Natalie closely on a multitude of photographic projects. Bill taught me so much about food, both styling it and photographing it, over the years we worked together. I often watched him rejig the plating of a dish to make it more spectacular visually. Natalie always said that no one could style a plate of food better than he could and this was 100% true. His sense of design was wonderful and he just knew what looked delicious and worked under the camera.
I have also witnessed Bill being mobbed in Japan like a rock star. I’ve seen him surrounded by K-pop stars at his Korean restaurant launches. I’ve seen Bill on his wedding day with only immediate family in attendance, including Bill and Natalie’s three very young daughters. Everyone dressed in white and cream, with daisies in their hair. It was so Bill and Natalie. Relaxed and breezy, yet stylish. And every eye wet with tears of joy.

Granger at Granger & Co in London. Photograph: Petrina Tinslay
To have been a part of this wonderful adventure has been an incredible gift, personally and professionally.
In all these situations, Bill always illuminated the room with his rays of enthusiasm, his kind and encouraging words, his positive energy and that always glorious and most contagious smile.
He had a deep love and appreciation of great food, art, design, travel and the beauty in all things. But he was never more alive and illuminated than when talking about his beloved family – his daughters Edie, Inès and Bunny, and his wife, Natalie Elliott.
The outpouring of grief and love that I’ve seen for Bill since his passing on Christmas Day is testament to his enormous impact on so many. Hopefully, it will shroud his family in love during their time of grief.
Rather than sunshine, I now liken Bill to a rare comet. Lighting the sky, bright, brilliant and blinding, then gone far too soon.
Petrina Tinslay is a James Beard award-winning food photographer who has collaborated with and documented Bill Granger’s and Natalie Elliott’s work through books, magazine spreads, a television program, at restaurant openings and more over 30 years
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Rafael Nadal plays down Australian Open hopes but vows to enjoy comeback
 
	Spaniard to play in Brisbane International after hip surgery
	22-time slam champion ranked No 672 in world after year out
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Rafael Nadal serves during practice ahead of the 2024 Brisbane International.  Photograph: Bradley Kanaris/Getty Images
Rafael Nadal has attempted to play down his “impossible” Australian Open title hopes in what shapes as the first stop on his 2024 farewell world tour. But for the 37-year-old Spaniard, who is set to return at the Brisbane International after almost a year out with injury, Australia is a place where the impossible happens.
The 22-time major champion’s last match was a round-two loss at the Australian Open in January earlier this year, with Nadal eventually opting for surgery to fix his troublesome hip in June.
Thousands of fans queued for a glimpse of the tennis great at a gathering in inner-city Brisbane on Friday at which a cheery Nadal was keen to water down the prospect of winning the imminent event, which begins its main draw on Sunday, or indeed a third Australian Open crown next month.
“It’s impossible to think about winning tournaments today,” he said when told Australian world No 40 Alexei Popyrin had tipped him to win in Brisbane. “What’s really possible is to enjoy the comeback. I don’t expect much; one year without being on the court.”
But he was quick to recall his Melbourne Park triumphs when prompted, two against-the-odds titles won in 2009 and 2022 that contrast sharply with the current world No 672’s low expectations.
In 2009 he outlasted countryman Fernando Verdasco over five hours in the semi-final, before going the distance two days later in a four-hour epic to beat Roger Federer. Thirteen years later, after six months sidelined with a foot injury, he came from two sets behind to beat Daniil Medvedev in the final.
“I still don’t know,” he said of how he won that 2009 title. “Before the match it was impossible to imagine myself winning that match.”

Rafael Nadal attends a ‘meet the fans’ event at the Queen Street Mall ahead of the 2024 Brisbane International. Photograph: Darren England/EPA
Nadal, who missed last year’s French Open after winning it for a staggering 14th time a year earlier, has said 2024 is “probably going to be my last year on the professional tour”. But he said he was encouraged by his fitness, confessing he feels “much better than what I expected a month ago”.
“I can’t have super long-term goals because I don’t see myself playing a super long time,” he said. “I don’t know how things are going to keep going. I’m not a player who tries to predict what can happen in the short term, and it’s even tougher in the medium period of time. I need to accept the adversity and that it’s not going to be perfect, just come with the right spirit every day.”
World No 8 Holger Rune is the highest-ranked male in the Brisbane field, while Andy Murray, Ben Shelton, Grigor Dimitrov and Sebastian Korda headline the internationals. Popyrin and Max Purcell were automatic entries while fellow Australians Rinky Hijikata and Aleksandar Vukic were awarded wildcards into the main draw.
Thanasi Kokkinakis and Chris O’Connell are both preparing for qualifiers, which start on Saturday, alongside US Open champion Dominic Thiem and Wimbledon finalist Matteo Berrettini.
Naomi Osaka will return after the birth of her child in a women’s draw that will be missing world No 8 Karolína Muchová with a wrist injury. The French Open finalist has also withdrawn from the Australian Open.
The Czech star, who was seeded third in Brisbane, revealed she was still battling pain in her right wrist. She initially suffered the injury in her charge to the US Open semi-finals in September. The 27-year-old hasn’t played since losing in New York to eventual champion American Coco Gauff.
“This isn’t my favorite thing to share, especially at the start of a new season, but unfortunately, the pain in a wrist came back in the middle of my tennis preparation,” Muchová posted on social media. She didn’t give a timeline for her recovery.
Muchová becomes the first high-profile absentee of the year’s opening grand slam, which will welcome the return to tennis of former world No 1 Osaka. The new mum, who gave birth to a daughter in July, missed this year’s tournament and will look to add a third title at Melbourne Park.

Naomi Osaka visits Lone Pine Koala Sanctuary ahead of the Brisbane International. Photograph: Patrick Hamilton/AFP/Getty Images
Osaka, a four-time grand slam champion, has been training daily since her arrival in Australia. The Japanese ace hasn’t played a tournament on the WTA Tour since the Pan Pacific in Tokyo in September 2022, when she withdrew from her second-round match.
Osaka said becoming a mother had made her realise her physical capabilities. “Being a mum changed my life a lot, changed my perspective on a lot of things, and for sure giving birth was one of the most painful things I’ve ever gone through,” Osaka told reporters in Brisbane on Friday. “So it’s made me feel like physically I can handle a lot more.”
She said being a role model for her baby, Shai, had spurred her comeback. “I just want to show Shai that she’s capable of everything, so that’s one of my main purposes and main reasons for why I want to be back out there,” Osaka said.





Australian trade unions  
‘Flamin’ hot’ Doritos seasoning causing breathing difficulties in Australian factory workers, union alleges
Smith’s Snackfood Company says it is installing extra fans in Adelaide factory where some workers reported symptoms including eye and skin irritation
Australian Associated Press  
Thu 28 Dec 2023 22.20 EST



A Doritos Flamin’ Hot Nacho chip packet. The ‘strongly irritating’ seasoning is affecting the health of factory workers in South Australia, the United Workers Union alleges. Photograph: Doritos
Smith’s is installing extra fans in an Adelaide factory after workers claimed they were having difficulty breathing and experiencing skin irritation from dealing with the seasoning used to make “flamin’ hot” Doritos.
SafeWork SA is looking into the claims after the United Workers Union alleged employees at the Smith’s Snackfood Company factory raised significant safety concerns about the “improper handling of strongly irritating substances”.
In a report sent to the workplace regulator, the union said “flaming hot seasoning” dispersed across the factory production area every couple of weeks from a seasoning machine.
“After interviewing 13 workers from the afternoon shift, 11 reported various effects, including sneezing, coughing, eye and skin irritation, runny nose, sore throat, chest discomfort, and difficulty breathing,” the union’s report said.
The union alleged Smith’s failed to maintain safe systems of work and, in another claim, that the factory’s waste hall was unsafe.
Smith’s markets flamin’ hot-branded Doritos and Cheetos.
A spokesperson for PepsiCo, which owns the Smith’s Snackfood Company, said the safety of its people was the company’s top priority.
“We follow a number of safety procedures and protocols when producing products that include spicy seasoning,” the spokesperson said.
“To further enhance these measures at our Adelaide site there is mandatory mask wearing during production of this product and we are installing additional extraction fans.
“We are committed to working with our people and the union to address any further concerns.”
SafeWork was considering the union’s complaint to determine whether it warranted further action, a spokesperson for the workplace regulator said.
A previous complaint lodged by the union in January reported a buildup of seasoning dust but did not mention any adverse health effects for workers.
“In response to [the January] complaint, SafeWork inspectors attended the site to ensure adequate controls were in place to minimise any risk to employees,” the SafeWork spokesperson said.
The union was contacted for further comment.
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US military’s X-37B robot spaceplane blasts off on secret mission aboard SpaceX rocket 
Launch of plane, which will carry out classified experiments, marks another development in US-China space rivalry
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SpaceX blasts US military's secretive X-37B robot spaceplane into orbit – video
The US military’s secretive X-37B robot spaceplane has blasted off from Florida on its seventh mission, the first launched atop a SpaceX Falcon Heavy rocket capable of delivering it to a higher orbit than ever before.
As on previous missions, there’s no one on board the reusable plane, which resembles a mini space shuttle and carries classified experiments.
The Falcon Heavy, composed of three rocket cores strapped together, took off from Nasa’s Kennedy Space Center at Cape Canaveral more than two weeks late because of technical issues.
Three earlier countdowns were aborted due to poor weather and unspecified technical issues, leading ground crews to roll the spacecraft back to its hangar before proceeding with Thursday’s flight.
The launch came two weeks after China’s robot spaceplane, known as the Shenlong, or “Divine Dragon,” was launched on its third mission to orbit since 2020, adding a new twist to the growing US-Sino rivalry in space.
The Pentagon has disclosed few details about the X-37B mission, which is conducted by the US Space Force under the military’s national security space launch programme.
Thursday’s launch marked the seventh flight of an X-37B, which has logged more than 10 years in orbit since its debut in 2010.
The last flight, the longest one yet, lasted two and a half years before ending on a runway at Kennedy a year ago.
The Pentagon has not said how high the spaceplane will fly this time. But in a statement last month, the air force rapid capabilities office said mission No. 7 would involve tests of “new orbital regimes, experimenting with future space domain awareness technologies.”
The X-37B also is carrying a Nasa experiment to study how plant seeds are affected by prolonged exposure to the harsh environment of radiation in space. The ability to cultivate crops in space has major implications for keeping astronauts nourished during future long-term missions to the moon and Mars.
China’s equally secretive Shenlong was carried to space on 14 December by a Long March 2F rocket, a launch system less powerful than SpaceX’s Falcon Heavy and believed to be limited to delivering payloads to low-Earth orbit.
Still, Space Force General B Chance Saltzman told reporters at an industry conference earlier this month he expected China to launch Shenlong at around the same time as the X-37B flight in what he suggested was a competitive move.
“It’s no surprise that the Chinese are extremely interested in our spaceplane. We’re extremely interested in theirs,” Saltzman said, according to remarks published in Air & Space Forces Magazine, a US aerospace journal.
“These are two of the most watched objects on orbit while they’re on orbit. It’s probably no coincidence that they’re trying to match us in timing and sequence of this,” he said.
The planned duration of the latest X-37B mission has not been made public, but it will presumably run until June 2026 or later, given the prevailing pattern of successively longer flights.
Built by Boeing, the X-37B resembles Nasa’s retired space shuttles but they’re just one-fourth the size at 29 feet (9 metres) long. No astronauts are needed; the X-37B has an autonomous landing system.
They take off vertically like rockets but land horizontally like planes, and are designed to orbit between 150 miles and 500 miles (240 kilometres and 800 kilometres) high.
Reuters and AP contributed to this report





Liberia  
Liberia fuel tanker explosion kills at least 40 
Witnesses say people climbed on to vehicle to gather petrol after tanker overturned on roadside
Agence France-Presse  
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More than 40 people are reported to have been killed after a fuel tanker which had overturned on the side of a road in Totota, Liberia, exploded. Photograph: Jonah B Mulba Sr. | Facebook, Spotlight online Tv Liberia via Associated Press
More than 40 people have been killed and dozens badly burned when a petrol tanker exploded in central Liberia, the country’s chief medical officer has said.
Witnesses said people clambered on to the lorry to try collect petrol leaking from its tank after it crashed and tipped into a ditch along a road in Totota, about 130 kilometres (80 miles) from the capital Monrovia on Tuesday.
Local Aaron Massaquoi told AFP that “some of them had irons hitting the tanker for it to burst for them to get gas.
“People were all around the truck and the driver of the truck told them that they could take the gas that was spilling,” Massaquoi said.
“He told them not to climb on top of the tanker and that they should stop hitting the tanker …. but some people were even using screwdrivers to put holes on the tank.”
The grisly task of establishing the death toll has been made more difficult because the victims were so badly burned, said Liberia’s chief medical officer Francis Kateh.
He told AFP that his teams were “going door-to-door to establish the number of missing people”.
Liberia is the tenth poorest country in the world, with more than half its five million people living in often dire poverty.
President George Weah, the former AC Milan striker who is due to step down as head of state on 22 January, sent his “profoundest sympathy” to the families of victims.
“So far more than 40 deaths have been recorded,” the presidency said in a statement.
“It is reported that some locals in the area attempted to scoop the contents of the trapped tanker when the explosion happened,” it added.
Police initially thought about 15 people had died with another 30 hurt, but the death toll has shot up since. “There were lots of people that got burned,” said Prince B Mulbah, deputy inspector general for the Liberia national police.
Another police officer, Malvin Sackor, said some locals were collecting the leaking petrol when the tanker exploded.
Chief medical officer Kateh said dozens had been badly burned.
Among the “patients most badly hurt are children and a pregnant woman”, local health chief Cynthia Blapooh told the newspaper Front Page Africa.
“Dozens of injured people from the incident have been transported to various hospitals,” the presidential statement confirmed.
“The President has said health authorities have got his full backing to beef up manpower and equipment where necessary in their frantic attempt to save lives.”





Donald Trump  
Maine disqualifies Trump from presidential primary ballot, citing insurrection clause
Move comes days after Colorado supreme court removes Trump from state primary ballot for same reason
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Former president Donald Trump in Waco, Texas, on 25 March 2023. Photograph: Evan Vucci/AP
Maine has blocked Donald Trump from its presidential primary ballot, becoming the second state to bar the former president from running, under a constitutional provision that prevents insurrectionists from holding office.
On 19 December, a decision made by Colorado’s supreme court removed Trump from that state’s primary ballot, citing the same constitutional clause and setting up a legal showdown at the US supreme court.
Maine’s secretary of state Shenna Bellows examined the case after a group of citizens challenged Trump’s eligibility and concluded that Trump should be disqualified for inciting an insurrection on January 6, 2021.
“I do not reach this conclusion lightly,” said Bellows, a Democrat, in the decision. “I am mindful that no Secretary of State has ever deprived a presidential candidate of ballot access based on Section Three of the Fourteenth Amendment. I am also mindful, however, that no presidential candidate has ever before engaged in insurrection.”
Trump is the current Republican frontrunner, and his campaign has vowed to appeal the decision. “Make no mistake, these partisan election interference efforts are a hostile assault on American democracy,” said Steven Cheung, a Trump campaign spokesperson, in a statement, also accusing Bellows of being a “a virulent leftist”.
Unlike other states, Bellows, who oversees elections in Maine, was required to make an initial determination about disqualification before it was considered by the courts. Bellows has suspended the effect of her decision until the state’s highest court rules on any appeal.
The decision, if it takes effect, would apply only to the state’s March primary, but its conclusion would probably also affect Trump’s status for the November 2024 general election. Both Maine and Colorado are Democratic-leaning states, which means Joe Biden will likely win in both. However, while Maine has just four electoral votes, it’s one of two states to split them. Trump won one of Maine’s electors in 2020.
Both the Maine and Colorado decision are based on section 3 of the 14th amendment, which bans from office those who “engaged in insurrection”. The provision, which came after the civil war, was intended to prevent Confederates from retaking power.
Legal scholars have argued that the clause should apply to Trump because of his role in trying to overturn the 2020 presidential election and obstruct the peaceful transfer of power. The clause has rarely been used and has not previously been tested on the office of the presidency.
Lawsuits in Minnesota and New Hampshire arguing that Trump should be excluded from the ballot based on the 14th amendment were dismissed. In Michigan, plaintiffs appealed to the state’s supreme court after lower courts declined to disqualify Trump.
The US supreme court may ultimately resolve the issue nationwide. The Colorado Republican party has already appealed to the country’s top court and Trump is expected to file his own appeal over the disqualification in both states.
The highest court currently has a 6-3 conservative majority, which includes three justices nominated by Trump.
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Man survives flight from Algeria to Paris hidden in plane’s landing gear
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A man is in life-threatening condition after surviving a journey from Algeria to Paris’ Orly airport hidden in a plane’s landing gear. Photograph: Bertrand Guay/AFP/Getty Images
A man has been discovered hidden in the landing gear compartment of a commercial aircraft that flew into Paris from Algeria with severe hypothermia but alive, French authorities have said.
The man, believed to be in his 20s, was found during technical checks after the Air Algerie flight from Oran, Algeria, landed at Paris’s Orly airport in mid-morning, prosecutors told AFP.
He had no ID on him, and was taken to hospital in serious condition, they said.
An airport source earlier reported that the man “was alive but in a life-threatening condition because of severe hypothermia”.
Commercial aircraft cruise at 30,000 to 40,000 feet altitude where temperatures typically drop to around -50 degrees Celsius (-58F), and a lack of oxygen makes survival unlikely for anyone travelling in a landing gear compartment which is neither heated nor pressurised.
According to US Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) data cited in media, 132 people – known in the industry as wheel-well stowaways – attempted to travel in the landing gear compartments of commercial aircraft between 1947 and 2021.
In April of this year, the body of a man was discovered in the landing gear of an aircraft in Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport that had flown in from Toronto, but previously took off from Nigeria.
Four months earlier, two passengers were found dead on arrival in the landing gear storage space of a flight between Santiago de Chile and Bogotá.
In July 2019, the frozen body of a man fell into a garden in a London suburb, believed to have been in the landing gear compartment of a Kenya Airways plane approaching Heathrow airport.
The mortality rate for people attempting to travel this way is 77%, according to the FAA figures.
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Margaret Thatcher believed that the consequences of the book’s publication ‘would be enormous’. Photograph: Phil Noble/PA
Margaret Thatcher was “utterly shattered” by the revelations in Spycatcher, the memoirs of the retired MI5 officer Peter Wright, files released publicly for the first time reveal.
The files also reveal the dilemmas faced by Thatcher’s government in its futile battle to suppress the book, including whether to agree to the Australian media tycoon Kerry Packer mediating an out of court “solution”.
Allegations by Wright, a former assistant director of MI5 who retired to Tasmania, included that the security agency had bugged embassies, that a small group of agents had plotted against the prime minister Harold Wilson, and that Sir Roger Hollis, the director general of MI5 from 1956-65, had been a Soviet mole.

Peter Wright in October 1987 Photograph: Fairfax Media Archives/Getty Images
The book, which was banned in England in 1985, was first published in Australia and the US after the government lost its long-running high-profile court case against Wright in Sydney in 1987.
The documents show the government losing control in a legal game of “whack-a-mole” as extracts popped up in newspapers and books appeared in shops and on library shelves around the world.
The government insisted the allegations were not new and had previously been investigated by MI5 and no evidence found, though Thatcher wrote on one document in October 1986: “I am utterly shattered by the revelations in the book. The consequences of publication would be enormous.”
The fear was that Wright, as an “insider”, could give the allegations greater credence, with the government seeking an injunction on the grounds of his “duty of confidentiality”, having signed the Official Secrets Act.
Offers by Wright to try to settle the case were made up to, and during, the Australian trial. As Sir Robert Armstrong, who was the cabinet secretary and the government witness in the case, was mid-evidence, Wright’s lawyer, Malcolm Turnbull, who would later become Australia’s prime minister, proposed a “solution” to be mediated by the Australian media tycoon Kerry Packer, the papers released by the National Archives show.

Kerry Packer was suggested as an unlikely mediator between lawyers for Wright and the UK government. Photograph: PA
Turnbull suggested that Thatcher would recognise the problems with “old spooks wanting to tell their stories”, and set up an inquiry to look into adopting the US system, which allowed CIA agents to seek permission to publish books, so allowing Wright to publish with permission.
In return, Armstrong reported, she would be seen as a “champion of freedom of expression and freedom of speech” and Turnbull would do his best to say that he, Armstrong, “did a splendid job”. “Very good of him, I must say,” Armstrong added.
Noting the judge’s last words that afternoon had been Timeō Danaōs et dōna ferentēs – roughly translated as “beware the Greeks even when bearing gifts” – Armstrong pondered Turnbull’s motives. There was “not much enthusiasm for starting down” the road of negotiating the terms, if “we do not trust our Greek”, he wrote. After Thatcher held a meeting of senior government ministers and officials, the offer was rejected.
When the government lost the case, the question turned to appeal. The downside, one adviser told Thatcher, was Wright, aged 70 and in ill health, might die before the appeal, and the government would be “accused of ‘killing’ him by our intransigent attitude”. But Sir Nigel Wicks, Thatcher’s principal private secretary, believed the case for appeal was “overwhelming”. She agreed, writing in the margin of his memo: “We must appeal.”
It proved largely irrelevant, though, as the government then learned a US publishing house was planning to publish, and was advised it could not succeed in legal action in the US. “Very disturbing,” wrote Thatcher.

Peter Wright’s book was initially banned from being published in England but was printed in Australia and the US. Photograph: PA
Douglas Hurd, the home secretary, warned “seepage” could affect the Australian appeal, and other cases in which the government was seeking to uphold injunctions against the Guardian, the Observer and the Sunday Times to prevent publication of Wright’s material, as well as against the Dominion newspaper in New Zealand. The files, dense with legal analysis and advice, show other countries where action possibly might be needed included Italy, South Africa, Pakistan, Singapore and Hong Kong.
One disheartening memo, from the arts minister Richard Luce, warned of a forthcoming international library conference in the UK, “with many American librarians coming over … we know that at least one British librarian has arranged to receive a copy of Spycatcher from a colleague for his library”.
Labour MEPs read extracts of the book in the record at the European parliament, which was included in the parliament’s official journal, due to be distributed in the UK through HMSO, the government’s stationery office. It left the government looking “foolish”, Wicks told Thatcher. “Yes, we must do everything we can to ensure the one hand of the government does not distribute what the other hand is trying to stop,” she wrote. But there was nothing, legally, they could do.
The Treasury solicitor, meanwhile, was dispatched to the clerk of the Commons to ensure no MPs attempted to read extracts in parliament, which would allow newspapers to report them “in plain frustration of the purpose of the injunctions”.
The files show how Thatcher tried, and failed, to dissuade the former prime minister Jim Callaghan from calling for an inquiry, which she was determined to resist. Meanwhile, her famously blunt press secretary, Bernard Ingham, predicted any inquiry would be “doomed before it begins to eventual dismissal as a whitewash”.
He wrote: “I consider a far more effective remedy would be for the security services (who have, after all, largely got themselves into this mess) publicly to shut up and secretly to grit their teeth, pull themselves together and get on with it.”
The book was cleared for sale in England in 1988 after the law lords – who carried out the judicial work of the House of Lords – acknowledged it contained no secrets. Wright was barred from receiving royalties from UK sales – the one victory the government could claim. He died, aged 78 and a millionaire, in 1995.
 This article was amended on 29 December 2023 because an earlier version referred to the book being banned from publication in the UK. That should have referred to England.
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Sections of the Parthenon marbles in the British Museum. The sculptures were taken from Athens by Lord Elgin in the early 19th century.  Photograph: Matthew Fearn/PA
Tony Blair considered a “long-term loan” of the Parthenon marbles to Greece in the hope of support for a London 2012 Olympic Games bid, newly released documents reveal.
Twenty years before Rishi Sunak cancelled a meeting with the Greek prime minister, Kyriakos Mitsotakis, over the ownership question of the sculptures, Greece was lobbying Blair, the then prime minister, for a long-term loan, bypassing the issue of ownership.
The return of the marbles, taken from the 2,500-year-old Parthenon – the greatest surviving monument of classical Greece – by the Scottish peer Lord Elgin, has been a longstanding demand of the Greeks.
The Greek “reunification” plan was to place them in a planned purpose-built Acropolis museum – “looking out over the sacred rock from which they came” – in time for the 2004 Athens Olympics, according to a proposal handed to Blair by the then Greek prime minister, Costas Simitis, during a meeting in October 2002.
The UK government’s position was it was a matter entirely for the trustees of the British Museum. And the then culture secretary, Tessa Jowell, had advised Blair that any loan would be on a “long-term-indeed permanent” basis.

Tony Blair and Tessa Jowell during a meeting in Downing Street in 2006. Photograph: Johnny Green/PA
But, with London considering bidding for the 2012 Olympics, and Greece having assumed the EU presidency in 2003 and about to host the Olympics, Blair’s culture policy adviser, Sarah Hunter, wrote to him in April 2003 that there were “good reasons to change tack”, and to privately and publicly “encourage” the British Museum to find an “accommodation”.
“The Greek case has become more sophisticated – arguing for a loan rather than restitution of ownership – and contrasts with the BM’s blinkered intransigence to consider any compromises,” she wrote in files released by the National Archives on Friday.
“The marbles could be a powerful bargaining chip in IOC [International Olympic Committee] vote building for a 2012 Olympic bid. The publicity attached to this move could secure the Greek nomination and help garner a wide range of other IOC votes, although we would have to guard against other nations asking for reciprocal acts.”
David Owen, a former foreign secretary and SDP leader, had suggested the Greek and UK governments come to a sharing arrangement, she wrote.
She continued: “It seems sensible: rational policymaking favours the Greeks. But this is not a choice that is within our powers to make: the BM trustees alone have the statutory power to make a loan and to start a government persuasion exercise in the BM’s 250th anniversary year will be met with resistance and much broadsheet angst.”
She asked whether to explore the issue. Blair’s handwritten reply in the margins reads: “Yes. Why not put David Owen in charge of negotiating this? It would give it profile, he has clout, and could probably help with the BM whilst distancing it a little from govt.”
Owen had previously written to the Cabinet Office, forwarded to Blair, stating he had been told “that the host country is consulted by the IOC extensively about the suitability of future applicants and it would not be difficult to get the Greeks to put their support behind a London bid for 2012 as a quid pro quo … ”
However, Andrew Adonis, the then head of the No 10 policy unit, cautioned in a handwritten Post-it note: “This needs v careful handling: let’s speak. I don’t think we should move at all until it is clear what we are doing about our bid.”
In the end, the museum was not completed until 2007 and Lord Owen is understood not to have been approached about negotiating any loan of the marbles to Greece.
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‘The first half was not our game and not us,’ Son Heung-min said after the 4-2 defeat at Brighton. Photograph: Julian Finney/Getty Images
Son Heung-min described Tottenham’s 4-2 Premier League defeat at Brighton on Thursday night as a “big wake-up call” after a performance that was “nowhere near the level” required.
Spurs lacked sharpness – a consequence, surely, of being stretched by injuries – and were ripped apart by a rampant Brighton who took a 4-0 lead, the outstanding João Pedro scoring two of them from the penalty spot. Son’s team rallied in the last 10 minutes, scoring twice, and they pushed hard during nine additional minutes when they almost scored a third, advertising the wildest of comebacks.
But Son, who will depart in early January for Asian Cup duty with South Korea, made it clear that the response was too little, too late.
“It is a very disappointing performance,” the captain said. “This is not how we’ve approached the season. This performance was nowhere near the level we want to play at.
“We have to talk about the first half and the early parts of the second half rather than the end. We know we have to play like that from minute one. Every team is strong in the Premier League and if we’re not playing like the last 15 minutes in every game we’re going to struggle. This has to be a big wake-up call. The first half was not our game and not us. We have to take a big, big lesson.”
Ange Postecoglou was upset at the award of Pedro’s first penalty for 2-0; it was given after advice from the VAR that Dejan Kulusevski had pulled Danny Welbeck’s shirt. In the 81st minute, the officials only booked the Brighton captain, Lewis Dunk, for an X-rated tackle on Kulusevski in the build-up to Spurs’s first goal, scored by the substitute Alejo Véliz.
“It [the first penalty] was obviously clear and obvious because it only took him [the referee, Jarred Gillett] three minutes to see it on the screen,” Postecoglou said. “VAR picked up everything today except the one tackle which nearly cost me another player.”
Roberto De Zerbi, whose resources have also been severely depleted by injuries, said it was “the best way to finish the year”. The manager called Pedro the best player on the pitch and said: “I hope in the next year to work with him but I think it will be very tough.”
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Moscow court hands long jail terms to two men for reciting poetry
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Artyom Kamardin (l) and Yegor Shtovba inside the defendants’ glass cage during their verdict announcement in Moscow on 28 December. Photograph: Alexander Nemenov/AFP/Getty Images
A Moscow court on Thursday sentenced two men to years in prison for taking part in the recital of verses against the Ukraine campaign during an anti-mobilisation protest last year.
Artyom Kamardin, 33, received a seven-year sentence for reciting a poem, and Yegor Shtovba, 23, was sentenced to five and a half years for attending the protest. The two were seen behind a glass partition in a heavily guarded courtroom.
Just before his sentencing, a smiling Kamardin recited a poem that refers to poetry as “gut-wrenching” and often disliked by “people accustomed to order”.
After the sentence was read out, there were cries of “Shame!” from supporters in the courtroom, some of whom were later detained by police outside the court building, an AFP reporter saw.

Artyom Kamardin and Yegor Shtovba were kept in a glass cage in the courtroom. Photograph: Alexander Nemenov/AFP/Getty Images
Russian authorities have detained thousands for simple acts of protest against the offensive in Ukraine, with criticism in effect outlawed.
Kamardin has claimed that during his detention he was raped by police officers and forced to film an apology video as officers threatened his partner.
On the eve of his arrest in September 2022, he had recited his poem “Kill me, militia man!” on a Moscow square where dissidents have been gathering since the Soviet era.
Kamardin also shouted offensive slogans against the imperial “New Russia” project aiming to annex the south of Ukraine.
Both were convicted of “inciting hatred” and “calling for activities threatening state security”.
Kamardin told the court he did not know his actions broke the law and asked for mercy. “I am not a hero, and going to prison for my beliefs was never in my plans,” he said in a statement, posted on his supporters’ Telegram channel.
After the sentencing, his father, Yury, said: “This is a total outrage!”
About two dozen friends came to support the defendants along with the poets’ parents and wives.
Kamardin’s wife, Alexandra Popova, was in the crowd. “It is a very harsh sentence. Seven years for poems, for a non-violent crime,” she told AFP, before being taken away by police officers.
In an interview with AFP in late 2022, she had recounted her then boyfriend’s arrest, saying officers threatened her with “gang-rape”, hit her and sprayed superglue on her cheeks and mouth.

Alexandra Popova. Her husband, Artyom, says he was tortured after being taken into custody in Moscow. Photograph: Alexander Nemenov/AFP/Getty Images
Meanwhile, Kamardin was taken to a separate room, where – as he told his lawyer – he was beaten and raped with a barbell. Kamardin was also forced to film an apology video.
Shtovba also insisted he did not break the law. In his last statement in court, published by independent site Mediazona, he asked the judge: “What have I done that’s illegal? Read poetry?”
He also addressed his mother, whom he said depended on him financially. “Mom, I know that you, more than anyone, believe in my innocence … Still, I’m sorry for how things turned out, leaving you and Dad alone.”
Nikolai Dayneko, who was arrested at the same time, was sentenced to four years in prison last May after entering a pre-trial agreement, according to OVD-info.
These are the latest in a string of heavy sentences against Russians who protested against the offensive, in trials critics denounce as absurd.
Germany’s foreign ministry condemned Thursday’s verdict, accusing the Kremlin of “letting the judiciary stifle freedom of expression”.
In mid-November judge Oksana Demiasheva sentenced artist Aleksandra Skochilenko to seven years in prison for swapping price tags with slogans criticising Russia’s offensive in Ukraine. Skochilenko had replaced five price tags in a branch of one of Russia’s largest supermarket chains in St Petersburg with messages about the conflict.
The trials of ordinary Russians usually take place away from public attention, unlike those of prominent critics.
Most of Russia’s high-profile opposition figures have fled the country or are behind bars, including Alexei Navalny.
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Pierce Brosnan has been in hot water plenty of times playing James Bond, although not while seen here at a movie screening on 26 June 2023 in Los Angeles. Photograph: Chris Pizzello/Invision/AP
Pierce Brosnan, whose fictitious movie character James Bond has been in hot water plenty of times, is now facing heat in real life, charged with stepping out of bounds in a thermal area during a recent visit to Yellowstone national park.
Brosnan walked in an off-limits area at Mammoth Terraces, in the northern part of Yellowstone near the Wyoming-Montana border, on 1 November, according to two federal citations issued this week.
Brosnan, 70, is scheduled for a mandatory court appearance on 23 January in the courtroom of the world’s oldest national park. The Associated Press sent a request for comment to his Instagram account on Thursday, and email messages to his agent and attorney.
Yellowstone officials declined to comment. Brosnan was in the park on a personal visit and not for film work, the US attorney’s office for Wyoming said.
Mammoth Terraces is a scenic spot of mineral-encrusted hot springs bubbling from a hillside. They are only some of the park’s hundreds of thermal features, which range from spouting geysers to gurgling mud pots, with water at or near the boiling point.
Going out of bounds in such areas can be dangerous: some of the millions of people who visit Yellowstone each year get badly burned by ignoring warnings not to stray off the trail.
Getting caught can bring legal peril too, with jail time, hefty fines and bans from the park handed down to trespassers regularly.
In addition to his four James Bond films, Brosnan starred in the 1980s TV series Remington Steele and is known for starring roles in the films Mrs Doubtfire and The Thomas Crown Affair.
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Illinois guard Terrence Shannon Jr ranks second in the Big Ten in scoring at 21.7 points per game. Photograph: G Fiume/Getty Images
Illinois suspended basketball player Terrence Shannon Jr on Thursday after he was charged with rape for an alleged incident that happened when the football team played at Kansas in September.
The school suspended Shannon from “all team activities, effective immediately”, a day after the Douglas (Kansas) county district attorney issued a warrant for his arrest. The alleged incident happened when he attended the Illini’s football game at Kansas on 8 September. He was not part of the school’s traveling party.
Illinois said Shannon traveled to Lawrence, Kansas, on Thursday and turned himself in to authorities. He posted bail and was returning to Champaign.
“The University and DIA (Division of Intercollegiate Athletics) have shown time and again that we have zero tolerance for sexual misconduct,” athletic director Josh Whitman said in a statement. “At the same time, DIA policy affords student-athletes appropriate levels of due process based on the nature and severity of the allegations. We will rely on that policy and our prior experiences to manage this situation appropriately for the University and the involved parties.”
The school said it has been aware since late September that police in Lawrence were investigating Shannon but had “yet to receive actionable information” until Wednesday.
In his second season at Illinois after three years at Texas Tech, Shannon is second in the Big Ten in scoring at 21.7 points per game. Only Purdue’s Zach Edey is averaging more.
No 11 Illinois has a home game against Fairleigh Dickinson on Friday. Whitman is scheduled to address the media prior to the game. Coach Brad Underwood’s availability with reporters on Thursday was canceled.
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MasterChef: Battle of the Critics review – the contestants get so stressed you fear they’ll need oxygen
Former champions from the show get to decide which of five food critics, including Jay Rayner and Grace Dent, deserves a knife and fork trophy. If you can’t stand the heat …
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Will Rayner’s glasses slide from his nose into the Sardinian fregula? … MasterChef: Battle of the Critics. Photograph: Production/BBC/Shine TV
Grace Dent swans through the swing doors in a velvet jumpsuit carrying pudding. I’m confused. Is this before or after she quit I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! to recover from the trauma of being exposed to Nigel Farage’s politics and bum in the jungle shower?
“Ciment au chocolat avec une crème anglaise rose,” says Dent to the diners. Do what now? No, not chocolate cement; she means brownies with pink custard. “Who doesn’t like pink custard?” says one diner. I don’t. I like my custard like I like my men – vanilla and poured over rhubarb crumble.
But these are no ordinary diners. They are former MasterChef champions whose task it is to decide which of five eminent food critics turned chefs deserves the stunningly disappointing trophy of a knife and fork. Which, as Jay Rayner says, would be worth winning to put in the downstairs loo. Or on eBay.
Co-host Gregg Wallace sets out the premise for this special. “They can dish it out. But can they dish it up?” Scriptwriter? We’ll be needing a scriptwriter! Much airtime is wasted on such putative bon mots. Like a duff restaurant that keeps the bread coming while the mains are being cocked-up backstage, it’s more filler than thriller.
“Five minutes more and I can take my bra off,” says Dent, disappearing through the swing doors into the kitchen.
The problem with food-related TV is that it is liable to give viewers dyspepsia. The jeopardy is unbearable. In The Bear, the head chef accidentally locks himself in the walk-in fridge leaving his minions to pony up the meals. In Boiling Point, chef Stephen Graham has a heart attack mid-service. Come Dine With Me weekly makes The Wicker Man seem like Play School. And then there was Ralph Fiennes trying to kill off his customers in The Menu.
What film and TV tell us is that kitchens are places where you are likely to deep-fry your hand or lose a finger. Here, three-fifths of the contestants look as though they are going home in an oxygen tent such are their stress levels. Will the garlic and dill butter from William Sitwell’s chicken kiev leak? Will Rayner’s glasses slide from his nose into the Sardinian fregula? Will Jimi Famurewa’s jollof rice make his watching mum, and by extension the whole of Nigeria, proud?
The compensation for viewers is that the portions of schadenfreude are huge. “I am literally putting a rake on the floor ready for it to hit me in the face,” says Sitwell. Mate, you’re not. You mean figuratively.
Leyla Kazim is hyperventilating after Wallace and John Torode give four thumbs up to her magarina bulli, a pasta dish from northern Cyprus involving grated halloumi. “The dried mint is extraordinary!” says Torode, who may have a low bar for finding things extraordinary. “That’s a corker of a dish,” says Wallace, proving that critics of critics need be no good as critics.
“It’s like,” sobs Kazim breathlessly as a piano strikes up obligatory minor-key arpeggios, “it’s part of my heritage … the fact that both of them found it … woooh! … I feel like the adrenaline and emotion has ebbed away from my body … I’m left like a shell.” It’s Gwyneth Paltrow’s Oscar speech 2.0.
The blubbing doesn’t stop there. Sitwell, who looks sensible enough to be the love-child of Patrick Vallance and Chris Whitty, wells up as he plates up his rabbit main. I’m not sure why. Possibly it’s because he specialises in making edible spheres with runny stuff inside. His chicken kiev, as we predicted, leaked. But would his self-saucing chocolate pudding leak too, in a good way? He serves the spheres to the diners then retreats, not knowing if, when cut open, a lovely chocolate sauce will flow forth, or congealed lumps of brown goo will ruin his chances. Incredible tension! I can’t bear to look!
The show’s chief takeaway (see what I did there – so sorry) is that Brendan Behan is wrong. Critics, the Irish writer charged, are like eunuchs. They know how it’s done but they can’t do it themselves. All five of these critics, pink custard notwithstanding, can do it. That’s more than you can say for TV critics: I couldn’t make a TV programme to save my life.
 MasterChef: Battle of the Critics was on BBC One and is available on iPlayer.
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Venezuela's president Nicolás Maduro meeting military staff in Caracas, Venezuela. Photograph: Miraflores Palace/Reuters
Venezuela’s president Nicolás Maduro has ordered more than 5,600 military personnel to participate in “defensive” exercises, after the UK deployed a warship to waters off the coast of Guyana in a show of support for the former British colony.
Maduro said he was launching an action “of a defensive nature in response to the provocation and threat of the UK against peace and the sovereignty of our country”.
The Ministry of Defence (MoD) on Sunday announced that it would send the patrol vessel HMS Trent to Guyana, amid a simmering territorial dispute that began when Maduro renewed Venezuela’s claim to the oil-rich Essequibo region.
The 62,000 sq mile (160,000 sq km) Essequibo region is generally recognised as part of Guyana but, in recent years, Venezuela has revived its claim to the territory and offshore areas after major oil and gas discoveries.
Tensions rose sharply this month after voters in a Venezuelan referendum backed a move to make the Essequibo area a new Venezuelan state and rejected the jurisdiction of the international court of justice (ICJ), which is hearing the case on the border dispute.
Guyana and Venezuela agreed earlier this month to avoid the use of force and resist increasing tensions.
Royal Navy patrol vessel HMS Trent is visiting Guyana, a British ally and former colony, as part of a series of engagements in the region, the MoD said, without referring to Venezuela or the border dispute.
“It is the breaking of the spirit of dialogue, diplomacy and peace of the agreements,” Maduro said on Thursday. He said the deployment was “practically a military threat from London”.
Maduro has ordered “the activation of a joint defensive action of the Bolivarian national armed forces” off the coast of Essequibo, he said in a state televised broadcast, but did not give more information.
“We believe in diplomacy, in dialogue, in peace,” said Maduro. “But no one should threaten Venezuela, no one should mess with Venezuela. We are men of peace, we are a people of peace, but we are warriors and this threat is unacceptable for any sovereign country,” he said.
“The threat of the decadent, rotten, ex-empire of the United Kingdom is unacceptable.”
Military leaders in Venezuela’s east said during the broadcast that 5,600 uniformed personnel were ready for the operation.
In a statement, Venezuela’s foreign ministry said the country “reserves all actions, within the framework of the constitution and international law, to defend its maritime and territorial integrity”.
A UK foreign minister, David Rutley, visited Guyana earlier this month and reiterated that its territorial integrity should be respected.
“The border issue has been settled for more than 120 years … We welcome the recent agreement by Venezuela … to refrain from the use of force and any further escalation.”





Sweden  
‘Queen of trash’ and employees arrested over Sweden’s ‘largest environmental crime’ 
Bella Nilsson’s company NMT Think Pink accused of illegally dumping tens of thousands of tonnes of waste
Miranda Bryant Nordic correspondent  
Thu 28 Dec 2023 14.36 EST
First published on Thu 28 Dec 2023 11.45 EST



Five people, including the owner, are accused of serious environmental crime. Photograph: Anna Ringstrom/Reuters
Eleven people have been charged by a Swedish court in what is being billed as potentially the country’s worst environmental crime in half a century.
NMT Think Pink – a previously celebrated waste management company known for its trademark pink rubbish bags – is accused of illegally burying and dumping tens of thousands of tonnes of waste at 21 sites across 15 municipalities around Sweden, in what prosecutors described as a “very serious crime”.
Harmful levels of arsenic, dioxins, lead, zinc, copper and petroleum products were found during the investigation. Three years ago, parts of Stockholm were shrouded in smoke caused by a fire in an abandoned rubbish heap run by the company.
At the centre of the case is successful entrepreneur Bella Nilsson – who previously crowned herself the “queen of trash” and has since changed her name to Fariba Vancor – and her ex-husband, Thomas Nilsson.
They are accused of handling significantly more rubbish than permitted and illegal management, allegedly causing several fires and exposing nearby residents to toxic waste. All of the accused deny wrongdoing.

Fariba Vancor, who was previously known as Bella Nilsson. Photograph: X/Twitter
At a hearing at Värmland district court in Karlstad on Thursday, five people – including Vancor and Nilsson – were charged with serious environmental crime, one with aiding and abetting serious environmental crime and five with environmental crime.
Court documents show that the five charged with serious environmental crime were accused of managing waste “in a way that caused or could cause pollution that was or had been harmful to human health, animals or plants”.
They are accused of storing waste “at various properties in Sweden unsorted, crushed, ground and/or without adequate protective measures”, transporting it between properties and burying waste or using it as filler material, wrapping it in bales and relinquishing control over the waste.
Senior prosecutor Anders Gustafsson said the preliminary investigation, which is 45,000 pages long, “is the largest environmental crime in Sweden in terms of scope and organisation”.
The trial is expected to take several weeks and involve an estimated 150 witnesses.
An investigation into eco-crime is also under way. Senior prosecutor Linda Schön said that at one site alone, 48,000 tonnes of waste had been stored.
“The scary thing about environmental toxins is that many times we don’t see the effects immediately, but it is the next generation that has to pay the price,” she said.
According to an estimate by the newspaper Göteborgs-Posten, at least 200,000 tonnes of waste have allegedly been dumped by the company, though the true amount could potentially be much higher.
Think Pink is accused of carrying out Sweden’s worst environmental crime since the company BT Kemi buried barrels of poison in southern Sweden in the 70s.





Women's cricket  
Australia pull off second highest chase in women’s ODI history to defeat India
 
	India 282-8; Australia 285-4, Australia win by six wickets
	Litchfield–Perry partnership anchors pursuit of India total

Australian Associated Press  
Thu 28 Dec 2023 11.37 EST
Last modified on Thu 28 Dec 2023 11.56 EST



Australia's Phoebe Litchfield, left, celebrates with Ellyse Perry after reaching her half-century against India at the Wankhede Stadium. Photograph: Rafiq Maqbool/AP
Australia pulled off the second-highest run chase in the history of women’s one-day internationals on the way to recording a six-wicket win over India at the Wankhede Stadium.
The rising star Phoebe Litchfield, who struck 78 off 89 balls, and Ellyse Perry (75 off 72) set up Australia’s successful pursuit of India’s imposing 282 for eight in Mumbai on Thursday (Friday AEDT).
A sparkling Tahlia McGrath (68 not out off 55 balls) and Beth Mooney (42 off 47) rubber-stamped Australia’s victory with 21 balls to spare to take a 1-0 lead in the three-match series and exact some revenge for their first Test loss to India last week.
The only higher successful chase in women’s ODIs was Australia’s 289 for six to reel in New Zealand at North Sydney Oval in 2012.
The tourists’ reply had started poorly when their captain, Alyssa Healy, fell for a duck off the third ball of the innings, caught spectacularly by a diving Sneh Rana. Perry came in and immediately went on the attack, taking the lead as the early aggressor in a 148-run second-wicket partnership with Litchfield.
Perry finally departed, lofting Deepti Sharma to Pooja Vastrakar on the long-off fence, before Litchfield missed a sweep and was bowled by Rana. Any hopes of an Indian wicket surge were quelled when McGrath and Mooney put on 88 for the fourth wicket.
Mooney was bowled by Vastrakar with the finish line in sight but McGrath made it three 50s in seven days before, fittingly, sealing victory when she clobbered Rana for her 11th boundary.
Earlier, Jemimah Rodrigues held at bay physical struggles in the hot, humid conditions to record 82 off 77 balls while the lower-order power of Vastrakar lifted India to their highest score against Australia in women’s ODIs.
India had staggered from 57 for three after cheap dismissals for Shefali Verma and Harmanpreet Kaur, to 182 for seven , helped by Yastika Bhatia’s breezy 49, before Rodrigues and Vastrakar combined for a superb 68-run eighth-wicket stand.
Australia have never lost a bilateral women’s ODI series to India.



Table of Contents
Guardian: 29 Dec, 2023
29 Dec, 2023
Research, re-measure – and don’t rush: how to avoid a kitchen extension nightmare


Five charts explaining the UK’s economic prospects in 2024


Jeepers creepers! Devil’s ivy, the houseplant that’s suddenly absolutely everywhere


From chillis to aubergines: the gardening lessons I’ve learned this year


Weather tracker: rain batters Argentina and DRC as fog shrouds India and Pakistan


In 2023 you were no one unless dressed as a cat – but 2024 could see a return to the good taste sweet spot | Jess Cartner-Morley


‘I already miss Hong Kong’: Democracy activist Tony Chung on fleeing to the UK


Will TikTok’s biggest styling hacks of 2023 work in real life?


Amid fears of escalation in the Israel-Gaza conflict, consider this: war without end suits Netanyahu | Simon Tisdall


‘Pure joy and fun’: readers’ favourite video games of 2023


Want to keep up with fashion? Then wait six months to try a trend | Jess Cartner-Morley on fashion


Experience: I’m a world champion pea thrower


Francis Spufford: ‘It was the sorrow of my life at age 10 that there wasn’t one more Narnia book to read’


Berlin’s plan for driverless magnetic trains derided by climate groups


Support for Gérard Depardieu comes from the France that is obsessed with its image and stuck in the past | Elsa Court


NFL playoff race: Dolphins and Ravens throw down for No 1 seed and bye


L’Oréal heiress and board member is first woman to amass $100bn fortune


With Purdie the miniature horse in the world, suddenly everything seemed brighter | Hannah Jane Parkinson


Chess: Magnus Carlsen World Rapid champion again and targets Blitz


‘I’d sell a kidney for a Jarvis Cocker Spitting Image puppet!’ The collectors who’ll do anything for a TV treasure


Chappell Roan, pop’s next big thing: ‘I grew up thinking being gay was a sin’


From leather harnesses to sparkly lab coats: the best TV style of 2023


You be the judge: should my boyfriend stop eating so much butter?


Superb Pat Cummins spell gives Australia dramatic Boxing Day Test win


Earthly Delights by Jonathan Jones review – Renaissance mania


Storm Gerrit leaves thousands of homes in Scotland without power


Fool Me Once to The Brothers Sun: the seven best shows to stream this week


‘Turn left for paradise’: top 10 readers’ adventure trips


Don’t use weight-loss jabs to counter Christmas indulgence, warn experts


Wisconsin university chancellor claims he was fired for appearing in porn videos


A Christmas that changed me: my life was an adventure holiday – and I just wanted to settle down


Lasting legacy of the Six Cities study into harms of air pollution


The films to look forward to in 2024


Everything politicians tell you about immigration is wrong. This is how it actually works | Hein de Haas


‘A generation of queer people are grieving for the childhood they never had’: Andrew Haigh on All of Us Strangers


China cracks down on negativity over economy in bid to boost confidence


‘We’re out of step’: how post-Brexit UK is drifting from EU standards


‘It’s a golden age’: poetry flourishes in Ukraine – but at a terrible price


‘Going to hospital meant risking our lives’: the terror of giving birth in Gaza


South Australian shark attack: tributes flow for ‘talented and dearly loved’ teenage surfer


Bill Granger always illuminated the room – with rays of enthusiasm, kindness and that contagious smile | Petrina Tinslay


Rafael Nadal plays down Australian Open hopes but vows to enjoy comeback


‘Flamin’ hot’ Doritos seasoning causing breathing difficulties in Australian factory workers, union alleges


US military’s X-37B robot spaceplane blasts off on secret mission aboard SpaceX rocket


Liberia fuel tanker explosion kills at least 40


Maine disqualifies Trump from presidential primary ballot, citing insurrection clause


Man survives flight from Algeria to Paris hidden in plane’s landing gear


Thatcher ‘utterly shattered’ by MI5 revelations in Spycatcher, files reveal


Blair considered loan of Parthenon marbles to help London Olympics bid


‘A big wake-up call’: Son tells Tottenham to learn from wild defeat at Brighton


28 Dec, 2023
Moscow court hands long jail terms to two men for reciting poetry


No license to stroll: Pierce Brosnan cited for off-limits walk at Yellowstone park


Illinois basketball star Terrence Shannon Jr suspended after rape charge


MasterChef: Battle of the Critics review – the contestants get so stressed you fear they’ll need oxygen


Venezuela mounts military exercises as UK sends warship to support Guyana


‘Queen of trash’ and employees arrested over Sweden’s ‘largest environmental crime’


Australia pull off second highest chase in women’s ODI history to defeat India




images/calibre_cover.jpg
guardian

Guardian
29 Dec, 2023






images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00151.jpg





images/00148.jpg





images/00150.jpg





images/00149.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





images/00141.jpg





images/00140.jpg





images/00143.jpg





images/00142.jpg





images/00139.jpg





images/00138.jpg





images/00029.jpg





images/00028.jpg





images/00031.jpg





images/00030.jpg





images/00033.jpg





images/00145.jpg





images/00032.jpg





images/00144.jpg





images/00035.jpg





images/00147.jpg





images/00034.jpg





images/00146.jpg
ca365 ¥ wash f bewomade et bl
o e § o 4 i o $22

i

e e b o e ol
it st e el e st
Fioe Wbkt & S e { omaroms e 415 oot B Sk
ante
Forper cvofd i

fiybacob oy 5™

i

(§
£

| Vi~ e $3° o ke
By Fopatia,
e of sl § et
i ko s

,‘:.t'“:":ﬁ ol e
e B o bt Mvdarin. 0
é o e Bt ¥

¥
¥
3






images/00026.jpg





images/00025.jpg
#
3





images/00027.jpg





images/00130.jpg





images/00129.jpg





images/00132.jpg





images/00131.jpg





images/00128.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00137.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg





images/00022.jpg





images/00134.jpg





images/00021.jpg





images/00133.jpg





images/00024.jpg
L.





images/00136.jpg





images/00023.jpg





images/00135.jpg





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00119.jpg





images/00118.jpg





images/00121.jpg





images/00120.jpg





images/00049.jpg





images/00048.jpg





images/00051.jpg





images/00127.jpg





images/00050.jpg





images/00126.jpg





images/00053.jpg
(A coolstays





images/00052.jpg





images/00055.jpg
W ~NO 1IN T N -

a_,._._V /D@D/ﬁ
/////.mm ////

- Bl .
/{./._._/ /
B // L
/.t.// = |
..._/ e

abcdefgh






images/00123.jpg





images/00054.jpg





images/00122.jpg





images/00057.jpg





images/00125.jpg





images/00056.jpg





images/00124.jpg





images/00047.jpg





images/00108.jpg





images/00110.jpg





images/00109.jpg





images/00038.jpg





images/00040.jpg





images/00116.jpg





images/00039.jpg





images/00115.jpg





images/00042.jpg





images/00041.jpg





images/00117.jpg





images/00112.jpg





images/00111.jpg





images/00046.jpg





images/00114.jpg





images/00045.jpg





images/00113.jpg





images/00037.jpg





images/00036.jpg





images/00099.jpg





images/00098.jpg





images/00069.jpg





images/00068.jpg





images/00071.jpg





images/00070.jpg





images/00073.jpg





images/00105.jpg





images/00072.jpg





images/00104.jpg





images/00075.jpg





images/00107.jpg





images/00074.jpg





images/00106.jpg





images/00077.jpg





images/00101.jpg





images/00076.jpg





images/00100.jpg





images/00103.jpg





images/00102.jpg





images/00058.jpg





images/00060.jpg





images/00059.jpg





images/00062.jpg
Doritzs /






images/00061.jpg





images/00064.jpg
ﬁ?/





images/00063.jpg





images/00066.jpg





images/00065.jpg





images/00067.jpg





images/00089.jpg





images/00088.jpg





images/00091.jpg





images/00090.jpg





images/00093.jpg





images/00092.jpg





images/00095.jpg





images/00094.jpg





images/00097.jpg





images/00096.jpg





images/00078.jpg





images/00080.jpg





images/00079.jpg





images/00082.jpg





images/00081.jpg





images/00084.jpg





images/00083.jpg





images/00086.jpg





images/00085.jpg





images/00087.jpg





