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PROVIDENCE, Rhode Island: Historical markers have long
dotted the landscape, often barely noticed by passers-by -
until they became treasure-filled stops this month on the
“Pokemon Go” trail. Players hunting for fictional creatures on
their smartphones are now visiting real-life memorial plaques,
statues, mosaics and landmarks, ranging from a Civil War bat-
tlefield in Chancellorsville, Virginia, to a Hells Angels club-
house on New Zealand’s North Island.

Some don’t bother to linger at these Pokestops, staying
just long enough to stock up on the virtual balls they’ll use to
bonk and capture the next Pokemon. But for others, the GPS-
powered “augmented reality” game is heightening awareness
of the history and geography of their neighborhoods. “Before I
was just going from Point A to Point B, but now I’m learning
things,” said 15-year-old Jaiden Cruz as he walked by a plaque
Wednesday in downtown Providence, Rhode Island, marking
where Abraham Lincoln spoke at an old railroad hall in 1860. 

The plaque is a Pokestop, and shortly before Cruz arrived,
another player dropped a “lure module” that attracts Pokemon
to the site. The 380-year-old city abounds with Pokestops,
including the nation’s oldest Baptist church - founded by reli-
gious dissident Roger Williams in 1638 - and a stone marking
where French troops camped during the Revolutionary War. “It
gets you to learn about your surroundings,” said 59-year-old
Cheryl DiMarzio, who on the advice of her daughter ventured
into an urban park to capture an owl-like Pidgey and some
purple rodent Rattatas. “Different landmarks, the statues and
historical places.”

Pokestops 
How such markers became the backbone of the wildly

popular video game that launched this month is a story that
goes back at least five years, when tech giant Google signed a
licensing agreement to use The Historical Marker Database , a
volunteer-run website that has tracked the geographic coordi-
nates of more than 80,000 historical markers around the
world, most of them in the United States.

J J Prats, founder and publisher of the Virginia-based mark-
er database, said many but not all  the Pokestops and
Pokemon gyms - where players send their creatures into bat-
tle - are from his website. He’s thrilled. “Hopefully people will
take their eyes off the phone and read the historical markers,”
Prats said.

The game has delighted Anthony Golding, a middle school
history teacher in Tupelo, Mississippi, who is looking forward
to incorporating Pokestops into his curriculum in the fall. He
has replenished his Pokemon wares where the Civil War’s
Battle of Tupelo was fought, at monuments to Civil Rights
Movement figures, and at a pedestal that holds the Tupelo
Meteorite. 

But Elvis Presley holds the monopoly on Tupelo’s
Pokestops, from his birthplace to the Main Street store where
he got his first guitar . “Pretty much every Elvis landmark has a

Pokestop devoted to it,” Golding said. Prats said his website’s
views have quadrupled since the game launched , possibly
because gamers are looking to get ahead and find new stops. 

Bogus
His editors in recent days have had to strike down a rash of

“bogus” submissions for markers that have no historical signif-
icance but that he suspects might be near where players live
or where businesses are hoping for foot traffic , he said. Game
maker Niantic Labs , which began as an internal Google start-
up, originally used the markers for its earlier game, Ingress,
which attracted a smaller but dedicated community when it
launched in 2012.

Niantic, which spun off from Google last year, did not
respond to emails seeking comment about its “Pokemon Go”
locations. But the Ingress website gives clues about how the
Pokestops were created. Before closing off submissions,
Ingress invited its users to identify new locations for “portals,”
real-life places of cultural significance that gamers try to cap-

ture and connect on the Ingress app.
The company sought spots “with a cool story, a place in

history or educational value” or a “cool piece of art or unique
architecture.” It prized libraries and little-known gems, and
welcomed places of worship because they are “a nod to the
otherworldly” that amplified the game’s mysterious tone.

Ingress player John Jannotti, who teaches computer sci-
ence at Brown University, said he began stumbling upon the
hidden history of his Providence neighborhood, including
obscure stone markers showing the location of race riots
where white mobs attacked black residents in the early 19th
century. He even submitted some portals of his own.

Now, those markers are Pokestops attracting a whole new
community. Golding, the teacher, said he frequently runs into
his students in downtown Tupelo while playing the game. “It’s
probably more about the game for them right now,” Golding
said. “After the newness kind of wears off, we can start to have
those conversations about the historical significance behind
those Pokestops.”—AP

Egypt cleric 
warns, too much

Pokemon Go could
be dangerous  

CAIRO: A leading Egyptian Sunni Muslim cleric has warned
against the dangers of playing too much of the wildly pop-
ular mobile phone application “Pokemon Go,” adding to
Mideast religious voices that have sometimes been sterner
in their critique of the game. Abbas Shumman, the deputy
sheikh of Egypt’s Al-Azhar institute, said that the game
“makes people busy with it, ignoring their main work and it
might also put them in danger,” but says there is no prob-
lem with people playing it in moderation if they are at
home or in a safe place. He adds, “if someone is busy read-
ing the Quran while he is walking in the street, this might
make him have an accident so we would tell him not to
read it this way.”—AP

‘Pokemon Go’ players stumble 
on hidden historical landmarks
‘Hopefully people will read the historical markers’

BOSTON: In this photo, a ‘Pokemon Go’ player shows his mobile phone while walking through the Boston
Common, outside the Massachusetts Statehouse in Boston. — AP

EGYPT: In this photo, Egyptian dentist Mark Shehata, 24,
uses the ‘Pokemon Go’ mobile phone application while
driving in Cairo, Egypt. — AP

Farewell to VCRs:
Japanese maker 

to shelve once-hit
product

TOKYO: Japanese electronics maker Funai Electric Co
says it’s yanking the plug on the world’s last video cas-
sette recorder. A company spokesman, who requested
anonymity citing company practice, confirmed yester-
day that production will end sometime this month,
although he would not give a date. He said the compa-
ny would like to continue production to meet cus-
tomer requests, but can’t because key component
makers are pulling out due to shrinking demand for
VCRs. Many families and libraries have content stored
in the VHS format and want to convert the tapes to
DVD or other digital disks.

They can do so using VHS/DVD converters, known as
“combos” in Japan. Funai will be rolling out such prod-
ucts later this month, the spokesman said. Funai’s VCR
factory, which is in China, is off-limits to media coverage
for security reasons because other products are made at
the same plant, he said. Funai began making videotape
players in 1983, and videotape recorders in 1985. The
company says they were among its all-time hit prod-
ucts. Last year, Funai made 750,000 VHS machines that
played or recorded cassette tapes. In 2000, it made 15
million, 70 percent for the U.S. market, according to the
company, based in Osaka, central Japan.

Other products have also grown outdated with the
advance of digital and other technology. That includes
film cameras and floppy disks once used to store com-
puter content, which were displaced by smaller memo-
ry devices with larger capacity and by cloud storage.
Owners of VCRs are not as emotionally attached to their
machines as are owners of Sony Corp’s discontinued
robotic dog Aibo, or the Boombox, the portable cas-
sette player, with its deeply resonating speakers and
cool designs, said Nobuyuki Norimatsu, nicknamed
“Aibo doctor,” of A-Fun, a company of engineers who do
repairs for discontinued electronics goods.

Still, many VCR owners want to dub their videos on
their own, rather than sending them to outside compa-
nies, because the content is so personal, he said. “To
give up on keeping such records is like denying the his-
tory of humankind,” said Norimatsu. “Production ending
is going to present problems for some people.”
Panasonic Corp withdrew from making VCRs several
years ago, making Funai the only manufacturer. Funai
will continue selling VCRs through its subsidiary until
inventory runs out and will provide maintenance servic-
es as long as it can, the company spokesman said.
Videotapes can still be converted using VHS-DVD
recorder-players made by other, mostly Chinese, com-
panies. Secondhand products abound in Tokyo’s elec-
tronics district as well. 

But a time may come when all such options also dis-
appear. But many are shrugging off the VCR’s disappear-
ance as inevitable. “I think only hard-core fans of old
machines are going to be using VCRs,” said Isao
Tokuhashi, author of “My Eyes Tokyo,” a book about
newsmakers in Japan. Like most people, Tokuhashi
invested hours 10 years ago to transfer video he wanted
to keep to DVD, and these days stores video in his
iPhone and computer. He no longer owns a TV and has-
n’t recorded any shows recently, he added. “None of my
friends still has one,” Tokuhashi said of the VCR.—AP

ABU DHABI: Solar Impulse 2 was yesterday approaching the
end of its epic bid to become the first sun-powered airplane
to circle the globe without a drop of fuel to promote renew-
able energy. When the experimental aircraft touches down in
Abu Dhabi in the early hours of Tuesday it will cap a remark-
able 42,000-kilometre journey across four continents, two
oceans and three seas. With Swiss explorer and project direc-
tor Bertrand Piccard in the cockpit, the plane is due to land at
Al-Bateen Executive Airport in the UAE capital where it
launched its tour on March 9, 2015. 

Yesterday Solar Impulse 2 was flying over the Saudi desert
north of Riyadh, heading towards the Gulf. “After a turbulent
night from extreme high temperatures, the sun rose above a
desert of sand dunes above SaudiArabia,” Piccard said on
Twitter. Dubbed the “paper plane”, Solar Impulse 2 is circum-
navigating the globe in stages, with 58-year-old Piccard and
his compatriot Andre Borschberg taking turns at the controls
of the single-seat aircraft.It took off from Cairo on its final leg
early on Sunday, having previously crossed Asia, North
America, Europe, and North Africa.

Borschberg, 63, smashed the record for the longest unin-
terrupted journey in aviation history with the 8,924-kilometre
flight between Nagoya, Japan and Hawaii that lasted 118
hours. No heavier than a car but with the wingspan of a

Boeing 747, the four-engine battery-powered aircraft relies on
around 17,000 solar cells embedded in its wings. Its broad
wings and light weight make it particularly sensitive to turbu-
lence. The plane has clocked an average speed of 80 kilome-
ters an hour.

‘Achieve the impossible’ 
The pilots use oxygen tanks to breathe while at high alti-

tude and wear suits specially designed to cope with the
extreme conditions. They must withstand temperatures inside
the tiny cockpit ranging from minus 20 degrees C to plus 35
degrees C. The plane, equipped with a parachute and life raft
in case of an accident, flew at an altitude exceeding 30,000
feet (9,144 metres) over Saudi Arabia on Sunday.

Piccard has said he launched the project in 2003 to show
that renewable energy “can achieve the impossible”. His dream
looks set to come true but it took much longer than planned.
The bid was initially expected to last five months, including 25
days of actual flying. But the aircraft was grounded in July last
year when its solar-powered batteries suffered problems
halfway through the trip.

The project has also been beset by bad weather conditions
and illness which forced Piccard to delay the final leg. While in
the air, the pilot is constantly in contact with the mission con-

trol centre in Monaco, where a team of weathermen, mathe-
maticians and engineers monitor the route and prepare flight
strategies. “It’s a project for energy, for a better world,” were
Piccard’s last words to journalists in Cairo before taking off.

‘Flying laboratory’ 
A psychiatrist who made the first non-stop balloon flight

around the world in 1999, Piccard had warned that the last leg
of the Solar Impulse 2 tour would be difficult due to the high
temperatures. “It’s been two hours now I’m flying into high up
and down drafts. And I can’t even drink. It’s really exhaust-
ing...,” he tweeted on Sunday. Speaking to the BBC from the
cockpit, Piccard described the final stage as a “fantastic
moment” and likened the plane to a “flying laboratory”.

“We are testing all these new, clean and modern technolo-
gies in order to fly with an endless endurance,” he said. While
the pilots do not expect commercial solar-powered planes
any time soon, they hope the project will help spur wider
progress in clean energy. “We have new insulation material,
new LED lamps, we have new extremely light carbon fiber
structures... All this can be used now on the ground,” dividing
“by two the energy consumption and therefore the CO2 emis-
sions of the world,” Piccard said. “It’s a complete revolution in
the protection of the environment.” — AFP 

Solar plane nears end of historic world trip
‘A remarkable journey across 4 continents, 2 oceans and 3 seas’ 

EGYPT: This handout photo, courtesy of Solar Impulse, shows technicians preparing the Solar Impulse 2, the solar powered plane, at Cairo’s International Airport in Egypt. — AFP

JAPAN: In this photo, a salesclerk shows high quality
VHS video cassette recorders at a home and electri-
cal appliance store in Osaka. — AP

Moscow city
launches app 

inspired by
‘Pokemon Go’

MOSCOW: The Moscow City Hall has launched a new
app based on the hit smartphone game “Pokemon Go”
where users can “catch” famous Russian historical fig-
ures. The City Hall said in a statement yesterday that the
app would be available next month and should encour-
age Muscovites to get outside more.

The virtual reality game provisionally named “Get to
Know Moscow. Photo” allows players to search for
national icons such as Peter the Great, Ivan the Terrible,
legendary poet Alexander Pushkin, cosmonaut Yuri
Gagarin and Soviet rock star Viktor Tsoi. When found,
players will be able to use the “selfie” function to photo-
graph themselves with the famous characters.—AP

LOS ANGELES: China has ordered the halting of news report-
ing by online media. Companies in the online and mobile sec-
tors have been told to disband their reporting teams and
instead carry only news content supplied by state-controlled
media firms. The order is understood to have come from the
Cyberspace Administration of China. Firms that received iden-
tically worded letters include Tencent, Sohu, Sina and
NetEase, according to a report by Bloomberg. 

State-owned publication The Paper reported Sunday that
unregulated original news has “seriously violated” internet
news policy and has had “huge negative effects.”  The move
represents yet another measure to limit freedom of the press
and opinion in the world’s most populous country. Earlier this
month the CAS told China’s online media that they would not
be allowed to use social media as sources for their stories
unless items were verified with state sources. In February this
year, China’s President Xi Jinping toured state media and
explained that they exist to serve the Communist Party. 

He said “the media bears the Party surname,” and must

“speak for the Party and its propositions and protect the
Party’s authority and unity.” China already operates wide-
ranging controls over traditional media and prevents the
direct operation within China of many foreign media opera-
tions. It also employs thousands of staff to police social
media. Media regulators have spent recent years trying to
catch up with changing technology and extending their
reach into the newer, more popular and more mobile forms
of communication. 

Recent crackdowns have limited the import of foreign con-
tent on China’s streaming video platforms, increased the cen-
sorship burden on imported series for online media-and have
largely banned foreign formats from being broadcast by TV
channels in primetime slots. Commentators argue that the
reasons for China’s growing centralization of media and infor-
mation include fear of dissent and disunity sparked by eco-
nomic slowdown, as well as the silencing of political oppo-
nents ahead of the 2017 Communist Party congress.—Reuters

China Halts original news 
reporting by non-state media 


