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For most of his life Yen Wei-shun was on the
wrong side of the law, but the former Taiwan
gangster says he is making up for lost time

by churning out noodles for the needy. His family
has run a noodle stall, tucked away in a bustling
traditional market in New Taipei City, for decades.
Now Yen, 40, is working alongside his mother to
make free bowls of noodles for customers who
cannot afford a meal.

Yen’s venture has caught the attention of local
media and a video of his life, made by a Shanghai-
based online outlet, has been viewed hundreds of
thousands of times on YouTube. His gangster life
started young-at 15 he was convicted of
manslaughter after fatally wounding a man in a
group fight and jailed for four-and-a-half years, he
says. But after his release, Yen continued his
involvement and found himself in court again eight
years ago on illegal gun possession charges. 

He got away with a suspended sentence, some-
thing he considered a “second chance at life from
heaven”. “This case was like a wake-up call for me.
I have come to realise I must cherish what I have
from now on-my family and freedom,” he told AFP.
His family’s cooking cart is loaded with steaming
pots of broth and noodles. Bowls of noodles with

pork, shrimp and cabbage sell for Tw$80 ($2.60)
to regular customers.

But they can also give an extra Tw$75 to pay
for a bowl for someone who cannot afford it. Yen
says he gives away 600-700 free bowls a month,
mostly paid for by donors, making up any shortfall
himself. He has served 40,000 bowls of free noo-
dles since he started the initiative over four years
ago and offers delivery services to residents with
physical disabilities. Those asking for free food are
usually elderly or jobless young people, Yen said.
He does other charity work and has also visited
prisons to talk about his experiences.  

One of the regulars at the noodle stall is a 62-
year-old ex-gangster estranged from his family,
who Yen says serves as a constant reminder not to
go down the old path. “I see many old gangsters
who end up like him. I feel very sad and realise
how much time I’ve wasted already,” Yen said.
Support from his family and appreciation from
people Yen has helped are keeping him on the
right course, he added. “In my old gang days I felt
like I was always walking a tightrope because I
could meet enemy gangsters anytime. But now I
meet people who are happy to see me.” —AFP 

This picture shows Yen Wei-shun, left, a former criminal turned noodle shop owner for charity, and his mother Yen Lin-yin
cooking noodles at their shop in Panchiao district, New Taipei City. — AFP photos

Yen Wei-shun poses for a photo in front of the ‘thank you letters wall.’

Two local residents eat free food at Yen Wei-shun’s noodle shop.
Yen Wei-shun, a former criminal turned noodle shop owner
for charity, prepares food at his noodle shop.

Rapper Mac Miller, who
found fame early with his
raucous, retro hip-hop but

struggled with substance abuse
and a painfully public breakup
with pop star Ariana Grande, died
Friday, officials said. He was 26.
The artist, who just a month ago
released his fifth album whose new
maturity and introspection won
him once-elusive critical acclaim,
was found unresponsive at his Los
Angeles home by emergency per-
sonnel who pronounced him dead,
the coroner’s office said.

His family confirmed his death
in a statement, calling the rapper
born as Malcolm McCormick “a
bright light in this world for his
family, friends and fans.” Neither
side revealed his cause of death,
but the celebrity news site TMZ,
which first reported the death, cit-
ed unnamed sources as saying he
had overdosed on drugs. Miller’s
death comes several months after
he ended a high-profile, two-year
relationship with pop superstar
Grande, who was often seen as the inspiration for his songs.

She guest-starred on his 2016 album “The Divine Feminine,” and a year
later Miller-sporting his signature baseball cap above his tattooed neck-
welcomed Grande on the airport tarmac when she returned to the United
States following the deadly attack on her concert in Manchester. In May,
shortly after their breakup, Miller crashed his car and was charged with
driving under the influence. 

Grande at the time wrote on social media that she had long tried to help
Miller become sober but described their relationship as “toxic” and said, “I
am not a babysitter or a mother and no woman should feel that they need
to be.” Grande, who quickly became engaged to comedian Pete Davidson
after splitting with Miller, did not immediately comment on the rapper’s
death but blocked comments on her Instagram page after a slew of critical
remarks.

Open about struggles 
Miller has been open about his trouble with substance abuse including

an addiction to powerful cough syrup-known on the street as purple
drank. He addressed both his drug use and his fragile emotional state on
his latest album, “Swimming,” and said he was improving.  He told Rolling
Stone when the album came out: “Have I done drugs? Yeah. But am I a
drug addict? No.” In an interview published just days before his death,
Miller told New York magazine he was trying to tame his negative emo-
tions. “I don’t want to be depressed. I want to be able to have good days
and bad days,” he said. Born in Pittsburgh, the rapper first found fame
releasing music online as a teenager, choosing a minimalist style with
heavy beats that harked back to early hip-hop.

His delivery was uber-masculine, with hard-spit lyrics that often graphi-
cally described sexual encounters. On his debut album “Blue Slide Park,”
which went to number one on the US sales chart, he introduced himself: “I
ain’t no hipster / But girl I can make your hips stir.” But Miller gradually
tried to evolve from his frat-boy image. His later work incorporated jazz
elements and he was set to tour later this year with Thundercat, the wide-
ranging bassist whose music has gone from experimental hip-hop to
thrash metal. —AFP

In this file photo US rapper Mac Miller
performs on Camp Stage during day 1
of Camp Flog Gnaw Carnival 2017 at
Exposition Park in Los Angeles,
California. — AFP

Music throbs from a bar set up on a patch of scrubland and artists toil in
what was once a tire factory. This is the Paris suburb of Seine-Saint-
Denis, but not as the locals know it. Better known for concrete high-ris-

es home to poor immigrants and France’s highest crime rate, Seine-Saint-Denis is
now welcoming flocks of Parisians to hipster oases that are bringing a welcome
injection of cash and energy. When they set up in the northern suburb more than
a decade ago, Soukmachines, a collective of young event planners, initially “had
to clear what resembled a rubbish dump”, recalls Anne-Sophie Levet.

These days she is deputy head of La Halle Papin, a vast pop-up arts space in
the solidly working-class neighborhood of Quatre Chemins. In 2016, the local
town hall had offered Soukmachines a year’s use of the unoccupied tire and tool
factory for a dirt-cheap rent, on condition that they breathed new life into it.
One year was extended to three, and now it is a thriving hub of artists’ studios
and shops with a busy program of concerts and cultural events, a paddling pool
and self-service barbecues. “There are jewelers, fashion designers, welders,”
says Franck Cardinal, an artist and architect who works on site. “It’s a chance to
meet other people who do different work, and enrich what we all produce here.” 

Changing stereotypes 
Some 20,000 people visited last year, many of them Parisians-for whom the

ring-road around the capital has traditionally marked a psychological barrier.
“These are now places for strolling and for tourists to visit in greater Paris, for
Parisians looking for a bit of space, and places to party,” says the region’s
Socialist head Stephane Troussel. Paris is far from the first city to turn unwanted
land into an edgy arts hub: similar projects have found success all over Europe,
from the shipyards of Amsterdam’s NDSM to RAW in Berlin, an unused train
repair depot. Around 80 plots of wasteland have been given makeovers in Paris
and the surrounding region.  But local officials are proud that more than a third
are in Seine-Saint-Denis-unloved areas turned into cultural spaces, community
centers or even urban farms.

Regeneration 
The region north of Paris boomed after World War II, drawing thousands of

laborers from France’s North African colonies to its chemical factories, metal-
works and other industrial sites. But deindustrialization hit Seine-Saint-Denis
hard from the 1960s onwards, emptying factories as the region’s reputation
shifted to one of crime and poverty. Today, a third of residents live below the
poverty line, although authorities hope a massive infrastructure project
dubbed “Grand Paris” will aid regeneration by enticing commuters to the sub-
urb by 2025. —AFP 

In this file photo people cycle past a portrait of French boxer Sarah Ourahmoune
by the street artist Marko 93, painted on the wall of the Halle Pouchard, a former
industrial wasteland housing the ‘Grandes Serres de Pantin’, in Pantin, on the
outskirts of Paris. — AFP photos

In this file photo people sit and enjoy the bar of the Halle Papin, in Pantin, on the
outskirts of Paris.

ASpanish parishioner has painted three 15th century sculptures in gar-
ish colors, giving Jesus a bright green robe in the latest botched ama-
teur art restoration to make headlines in the country. A wooden statue

of the Virgin Mary at the chapel in El Ranadoiro, a hamlet in the northern
Asturias region that is home to just 28 people, was given a bright pink head-
scarf, sky blue robe and eyeliner. The previously plain wooden carving also
features a young Jesus in a bright green robe, while a third statue of Saint
Peter now has him in blood red garments.

The makeover has led to comparisons with the botched 2012 restoration
by an elderly parishioner of the “Ecce Homo” fresco of Jesus Christ in Borja
which resembled a pale-faced ape with cartoon-style eyes. “It’s crazy,” said
Luis Suarez Saro, who had previously restored the three El Ranadoiro sculp-
tures in 2002-2003 with the regional government’s approval. The woman who
carried out the latest restoration, local resident Maria Luisa Menendez,
received permission from the parish priest to give them a fresh lick of paint,
local newspaper El Comercio reported.

“I’m not a professional, but I always liked to do it, and the figures really
needed to be painted. So I painted them as I could, with the colors that
looked good to me, and the neighbors liked it,” she told the daily. Suarez Saro

remarked to AFP that Menendez “likes to draw and paint, she did some
courses... and she felt the sculptures looked better this way.” While the paint
job sparked hilarity online, Spanish art conservation association ACRE
sounded the alarm. —AFP

This picture shows several Romanesque period religious statues displayed at the
church of El Ranadoiro, close to Cangas del Narcea in Asturias region, after being
‘restored’ by a local woman. — AFP


