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They joke about knocking on heaven’s door, but a Japanese
‘girl band’ with an average age of 84 have struck a blow for
grannies everywhere by becoming pop idols. Hailing from

the remote, coral-fringed island of Kohama in Okinawa, KBG84 a
play on the name of saccharine teeny boppers AKB48 — admit to
being slightly bemused by their success after cutting their first
disc and completing a sellout Japan tour. “When I first heard
someone call us ‘idols’ I thought an idol meant someone who had
lived a long life and was at the gates of heaven,” pint-sized diva
Tomi Menaka, 92, said in a herb garden overlooking Kohama’s
turquoise sea. 

“But in Tokyo they told me it was an entertainer-which was a
relief because I thought it meant I was on my way to heaven,” she
added, picking up steam as her fellow group members collapsed
in fits of giggles. “I hadn’t even been to Tokyo or Osaka. I wanted
to go there before I went to heaven.” The 33-strong troupe of
singers and dancers has released a single called “Come on and
Dance, Kohama Island”, with a heart-warming video shot on the
tiny honeymoon isle, which has a population of just 600 and lies a
mere 150 miles (240 kilometers) off Taiwan.

Normally hunched over a walking stick, Menaka tosses her
cane aside like a bona fide rock star when she’s on stage, dancing
with joyous abandon to the pling-plang of traditional Okinawan
string music given a Tokyo-style pop makeover. “I’ve never been
as happy as I am when we perform,” she said, wearing a stripy
kimono and flame-red headscarf, her gold teeth glistening in the
midday sun.  “Going to Tokyo for the first time, I thought I was so
lucky to be born. I got to meet my grandchildren. I’ll never forget
it. I was moved to tears.”

Okinawan islanders have one of the highest life expectancies
in the world, their diet containing more vegetables and less sugar
than that of mainland Japanese, the staple food the purple-
fleshed local sweet potato rather than rice.  Menaka, a queen bee
of the group, which has a minimum age requirement of 80, stays
fit by doing housework. But she is not particularly fussy about her
diet.

‘Young at heart’ 
“I like meat and sweet things,” she cackled, flanked by the

group’s eldest member, 97-year-old Haru Yamashiro, who shook
her head disapprovingly.  “I look after my health by cleaning my

home, wiping the floors, steaming rice. I stay in the shade when
it’s too hot. I don’t want to tan. I have to take care of my skin-I’m
still young at heart!” While they tweak the nose of old age with
their indefatigable girl power, backstage at a KBG84 gig is a far cry
from Glastonbury-walking frames block entrances, and blood
pressure monitors and defibrillators are close at hand.  The brain-
child of Kyushu-born musician Kikuo Tsuchida, who has lived on
Kohama for over 20 years, the rambunctious seniors recently
signed a record deal and have been followed by Japanese docu-
mentary crews as they play to audiences, generally from middle-
age upwards.

“We felt like stars in Tokyo,” said 86-year-old Hideko Kedamori.
“Everyone in the audience had a big smile, which gave us the
energy to sing our hearts out. We’re blessed to have been born in
Kohama. Our lyrics are about the island and nature-whales in the

sea spouting or dolphins doing somersaults.” Life in paradise has
barely changed for the geriatric pop queens, who still enjoy long
chats over a cup of tea and compare themselves to musketeers.
“We still sit around gossiping about life,” said Kedamori. “If we
fight, we quickly make up again, just like when we were kids. We
are all together with the same heart. All for one and one for all.”
The diminutive Menaka, as usual, has the final word. “I want to go
back to Tokyo with the grannies and see my grandchildren before
I go to heaven,” she said with a toothy grin. As her colleagues
rolled their eyes and warned it would be impossible to stop her
once in full flow, Menaka smiled and stared wistfully out to sea,
before adding: “That would be just grand.”— AFP

An elderly women troupe of singers and dancers from Kohama Island in Okinawa wearing traditional local costumes perform at a
herb garden on Kohama Island, Okinawa Prefecture.— AFP

Heaven can wait for Japan’s geriatric pop queens

Acancer-stricken Arizona girl who got a
hefty contribution posted in Taylor Swift’s
name has received thousands of addi-

tional dollars in donations from people wishing
her a “swift” recovery. A GoFundMe fundraising
site for 11-year-old Naomi Oakes accumulated
more than $73,000 on Thursday, far surpassing
its initial goal of $30,000. The largest contribu-
tion was the $50,000 donation posted online a
day earlier in Swift’s name. Since news of that
donation spread, the site has gotten more than
$6,000.

The girl’s family posted a video on social
media earlier this week of Naomi referring to
Swift’s single, “Bad Blood,” as her theme song as
she battles leukemia. The family also said in the
video that Naomi would have to miss a Swift
concert because of her illness. A spokeswoman
for Swift said the singer does not confirm chari-
table contributions. However, Swift has a history
of sending money and gifts to fans. In January,
she sent a fan a check to help with her student
loans. Along with the donation, the poster left a
note calling Naomi “beautiful and brave.” “I’m
sorry you have to miss it, but there will always
be more concerts,” the message reads. “Let’s
focus on getting you feeling better. I’m sending
the biggest hugs to you and your family.”

Naomi’s aunt, Andrea Percival, said that the
entire family is appreciative and teary-eyed at
Swift’s generosity. “I think everybody is very
grateful that she would take the time to do that
when all they really wanted was just for her to
acknowledge Naomi,” Percival said. “...this was

completely unexpected.” Percival said Naomi,
who loves to sing and dance, was diagnosed
with acute myeloid leukemia at a Phoenix-area
hospital last month after bruises started appear-
ing on her thigh and stomach.

Naomi, who lives in the town of Queen
Creek, was immediately hospitalized at Cardon
Children’s Medical Center in Mesa. She will have
to remain there for the next six to nine months
for chemotherapy and other treatments,
Percival said. As a result, she can’t attend Swift’s
August concert in Phoenix. Her mother had
bought tickets as a Christmas gift. But the large
donation and message have gone a long way to
soften that blow. “That someone with that
celebrity status would go that far is amazing,”
Percival said. “It’s just amazing.” — AP

Spanish singing legend Julio Iglesias has
announced a new album of songs inspired
by Mexico, scotching speculation that the

71-year-old is retiring. Latin music’s top-selling
artist said he released yesterday the single
“Fallaste Corazon” (“You Failed, Dear”), the first
track on his album “Mexico - Julio Iglesias” that
will come out September 18.

The album will be his first studio work since
2006’s “Romantic Classics,” in which he inter-
preted well-known English-language songs, and
his first in Spanish since 2003’s “Divorcio.”
Iglesias said that the new album will feature 12
songs with a Mexican flavor and pay tribute to
the country’s great songwriters. “Mexico is a
country that I love dearly. The Mexican people
have given me many indelible moments in my
life,” he said in a statement Thursday.

“I know this country as if it was my homeland
and I always carry it in my soul,” he said. Iglesias
said he dedicated the album to Mexico’s “out-
standing composers who, generation after gen-
eration, filled our lives with love, nostalgia,
memories and moments.” Known for his roman-
tic ballads and prolific love life, Iglesias is consid-
ered by Guinness World Records to be the top-
selling Latin artist with more than 300 million
albums sold.

Unusually for a Spanish-language artist,
much of his fame comes from other parts of the
world and he enjoys an avid fan base in China

and other parts of Asia. Iglesias recently under-
went a minor surgery on his back but he has
rejected speculation in recent years that he was
preparing for retirement. He has performed con-
certs this year in Bulgaria, Portugal, Romania,
Russia and Turkey. He is also known to a
younger generation as the father of fellow
singer and sex symbol Enrique Iglesias. — AFP

Julio Iglesias returns with 

album dedicated to Mexico

$50,000 given to cancer
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press conference after being named the
most successful Latin artist of all time at
an event in London. — AFP


