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Mexican-American singer-songwriter Lila Downs plays her
jarana jarocha during an interview at the Sony building in
New York. — AFP photos

Mexican-American singer-songwriter Lila Downs enjoys the
weather, on the roof of the Sony building, during an interview
in New York.

The Park Street Mews area, full of restaurants and bars, is
seen empty in downtown Colombo.

A decorated bar is seen empty of customers at Park Street
Mews in downtown Colombo.

With two episodes of HBO’s wildly popular medieval
fantasy saga “Game of Thrones” to go, puzzled
fans took to social media on Monday after hero-

ine Daenerys Targaryen was joined at a wooden banquet
table by a rogue to-go coffee cup. Jokes, spoofs and cri-
tiques quickly followed the anachronistic appearance of the
beverage-taken to be a Starbucks coffee by many who
noticed-in the fourth episode of the eighth and final season.
“Seriously, they have Starbucks in Winterfell,” one com-
menter wrote on Twitter, while others lamented the slip-up
after waiting two years for the eighth season to air.

Yet another tweeted a redrawn logo of the American
coffee chain with the title changed to “Winterfell coffee”
and the wolf’s head sigil of the Starks, one of the noble

families at the center of the series. HBO spoke up as the
blunder went viral, tweeting that “the latte that appeared in
the episode was a mistake” and playfully adding that
Daenerys-played by British actress Emilia Clarke-had
ordered an herbal tea.

Meanwhile, executive producer Bernie Caulfield told
WNYC radio she couldn’t believe the error, saying that
“our on-set prop people and decorators are so on it 1,000
percent.” “We’re sorry!” she said. “If that’s the worst thing
that they’re finding, we’re in good shape.” HBO called it a
“craft services coffee cup” but Caulfield echoed a theme
spread widely on Twitter, speculating that Westeros-the
fictional continent where the action takes place-”was the
first place to actually have Starbucks.”

Though he hadn’t personally watched Sunday’s episode,
entitled “The Last of the Starks,” art director Hauke Richter
told Variety magazine: “Things can get forgotten on set.”
Starbucks seized the opportunity to capitalize on the faux
pas, evoking its popular dragon fruit-based thirst-
quencher in a statement that read: “We’re surprised she
didn’t order a Dragon Drink.” It was not immediately clear
if Daenerys, known in the show as the Mother of Dragons
for her mastery over the winged creatures of legend, has
ever tried coffee. Season eight began airing on April 14,
nearly 20 months after the seventh season’s conclusion. The
last ever episode will be shown on May 19. — AFP

Starbucks in Westeros? Coffee cup cameos in ‘GoT’ set blunder 

Long an advocate for rural communities in her native
Mexico, singer Lila Downs is now adding inflections
of cumbia and electro to her signature brand of folk-

and taking on the hot-button issue of immigration. The
Grammy-winning Mexican-American’s just-released ninth
studio album offers a defiant celebration of diversity while
challenging US President Donald Trump’s hardline stance
on immigration, something Downs calls a “responsibility.”
After performing with the likes of folk legend Joan Baez on
the US-Mexico border to raise funds for migrant refugees,
Downs decided to cover the iconic song “Clandestino,” an
immigrant anthem originally by indie darling Manu Chao.

“If we don’t fight for children, what will become of us?”
the 50-year-old says in her cover of the hit, referring to
the White House’s immigrant detention policies that saw
children separated from their parents. “Immigration must
always be looked at from a human point of view,” she told
AFP while in New York to promote “Al Chile,” her album
that dropped Friday. “We must pay tribute to these peo-
ple, make them songs,” she said, shaking her colorful tradi-
tional shawl as the breeze sent her long dark hair into rip-
ples, the Empire State Building towering over the skyline.

Half and half 
Downs-who is embarking on a tour that will take her to

San Jose, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle and later
Spain, Peru and Colombia-now lives in Mexico’s southern
city Oaxaca but grew up between Mexico and the United
States. The daughter of an American filmmaker and biolo-
gist whose mother is Mixtec, an indigenous group in
southern Mexico, Downs says it’s her job to speak up on
behalf of migrants as a performer of mixed descent. “It’s a
responsibility as a Mexican-American to talk about these
issues,” she said. “My whole career has been like that,
partly because I am half and half and I wanted to unite the
two worlds.”

Trump’s discourse, she said, is precisely “the opposite
of what I’ve tried to do my entire life.” But despite its
sometimes weighty content, the album that includes a col-
laboration with US singer Norah Jones-who sings in
English and Spanish-also celebrates life and is perfect for
a party, Downs said. “It has a lot of heart on some sub-
jects, but it’s mostly for enjoyment”-something for “the
waist down,” she laughed.

Spicy but tasty 
In “Al Chile”-a reference to the spicy fruit as well as a

Mexican expression that loosely translates to “keeping it
real”-Downs worked with the acclaimed musician and DJ
Camilo Lara, founder of the Mexican Institute of Sound, to
create a work that’s simultaneously modern and classic,
urban and rural. The sounds in part owes its uniqueness to
“sonideros,” a trend originally from Mexico City that sees
a DJ and entertainer manipulate audio, lights and mes-
sages to the public during street dances. The album also
explores the relationship between Mexicans and the chili,
a food that brings them joy as well as suffering.

She laughs that she herself is a bit “like a green chili,
spicy but tasty,” lyrics she sings in a rendition of “La
llorona.” Downs’ sings her version of the Mexican folk
song on this album-which some 180 artists contributed to-
in the language Zapotec, accompanied by an orchestra of
indigenous children from the town Juchitan de Zaragoza,
which was devastated by a 2017 earthquake. In the pump-
up song “El son de chile frito”-”The sound of the fried

chili”-Downs’ voice rises above the wind instruments and
percussion to run through all the types of chilis she wants
to eat, testing how much suffering one can endure before
pleasure dances on the tongue. “Yes, it stings the chiltepin,
but without chili I don’t know how to live,” she sings,
referring to a potent red pepper similar to cayenne. 

“The chili has to do with our personality, and the mys-
tery of who we are as Mexicans,” Downs said. She also
sings of local specialties including chocolate, mole sauce,
tequila and mezcal. Food is “something very important to
me” that is linked to “the senses” and “intuition,” says
Downs, after singing a verse evoking her desire to eat
“chili tacos with beer, salt and onions grilled over a fire”-
just like grandmothers do. —AFP

Mexican-American singer Lila Downs 
confronts immigration debate in new album 

Mexican-American singer-songwriter Lila Downs is shown on the big screen TV in the Sony building.

Sri Lanka’s post

attacks nightlife

loses fizz 

Before jihadi bombers targeted Sri Lanka in deadly
Easter attacks, Rangana Wijesuriya used to party
until the small hours in the pulsating restaurants,

bars and clubs of downtown Colombo. Now, after the
April 21 attacks that killed 257 people, the buzz is gone.
The DJs are performing to empty dance floors and the
bar staff are bored. “It is usually really crowded and
really noisy here. We were shocked to see that it is
really empty,” Wijesuriya, 26, told AFP on a recent
Friday night. “Usually when we come we stay until
morning and drink and go,” she said, the international
auditing firm employee and her friend the only diners at
a restaurant.

Sri Lanka remains on high alert after bombers tar-
geted three hotels and churches in attacks claimed by
the Islamic State group. In fact, even though it’s only
just gone 8:00 pm, the street is such a shadow of its
former self that Wijesuriya was thinking of calling it a
night. The pedestrianized Park Street Mews used to be
heaving, its many bars and chic restaurants the place to
be seen for Sri Lanka’s party set, plus a few tourists.
With the island nation still in shock from being the tar-
get of such an audacious and horrific attack people are
afraid to go out. While before partygoers would have to
elbow through 700 or 800 people on a Friday night,

now there are barely 20 people on the street. The tapas
bar hasn’t bothered hiring the usual band.

Hopeful Harpo 
Every Friday and Saturday night Harpo Gooneratne,

a larger-than-life bar and restaurant owner, does the
rounds of the places he runs in his chauffeur-driven car.
“Colombo’s nightlife, for the last couple of years, has
been picking up because the tourists arrivals are get-
ting bigger and bigger,” Gooneratne told AFP. “There
were more bars, more restaurants opening, Colombo’s
nightlife was taking a huge turnaround. Colombo’s
nightlife was on the up,” he said. And he’s hopeful that
things will bounce back. “It has taken a dip but we are
positive that it is going to kick back and it is going to
happen. The locals are going to be coming out as soon
as possible,” he predicted.

At the entrance to Park Street Mews, security
guards check visitors’ bags for explosives, and concrete
blocks have been installed to prevent any attacks with
vehicles. A French restaurant in the street, the Cafe
Francais, used to refuse reservations after 10 pm, and
some clientele used to send their drivers to bag one of
the coveted tables. Now sales are down by half and its
manager Jean-Charles Toussaint, originally from the
southern French city of Montpellier, expects things to
remain dire for a while.

“The situation isn’t great. But it’s understandable, less
than two weeks since the attacks. Things will have to get
going again slowly,” Toussaint told AFP. Natalie Jayasuria,
owner of the Flamingo House building, where there is a
bar, restaurant and a club, agrees. “Sri Lanka is a resilient
nation. We fought 30 years of war, we survived that. I
believe we can survive anything,” she said. — AFP

Alaska’s thaw threatens
prehistoric sites once
frozen in time

The first artifact-a wooden mask-was discovered in
2007 by a child who stumbled upon it while playing
on the beach near his home in Quinhagak, a village in

western Alaska that sits by the Bering Sea. Over the follow-
ing months, hundreds of similar objects-baskets, finely
carved harpoon shafts, lip plugs, wooden dolls, ivory tattoo
needles-emerged from the earth as melting permafrost and
erosion driven by climate change revealed a Yupik Eskimo
settlement dating back to the 1600s. Today, more than a
decade after the first find, an extraordinary collection of
some 100,000 prehistoric Yupik artifacts-the largest such
collection in the world-sits in a small newly opened muse-
um in Quinhagak, home to an indigenous community of
about 700 people.

“This is by far the highlight of everything I’ve ever
excavated in my 40-year-career-and I’ve worked on some
pretty spectacular sites,” said Rick Knecht, an archaeolo-
gist with the University of Aberdeen in Scotland. For the
past 10 years Knecht has led a team racing to save as many
items as possible at the excavation site about three miles
(4.8 kilometers) from Quinhagak and dubbed Nunalleq,
which means Old Village in the Yupik language.  “Almost
everything we know about Yupik prehistory comes from
this site,” said Knecht, an affable man with a grizzled beard,
as he surveyed the area recently with an AFP team. “If we’d
lost it, the people here would have lost their past and a tan-
gible link to that past, which would have been an unbeliev-
able tragedy.”

Race against the elements 
But while Knecht marvels at the trove of artifacts dis-

covered at Nunalleq and the clues these objects have pro-
vided to traditional Yupik culture, he is also horrified that
similar sites across Alaska are probably disappearing as
the frozen ground that has preserved them for centuries
thaws and erosion sweeps them away. “As the permafrost
melts, you can see that the soil liquefies. It’s like a box of
ice cream,” Knecht said, pointing to the gooey mud along
the fast-eroding shoreline in Quinhagak and large clumps
of earth ready to topple into the sea.

“We’ve only saved this one site but tens of thousands
like it are being lost right now while we’re talking because
of climate change,” he said. “In some places in the Arctic,
the coastline has gone back more than a mile. “And since
I’ve been here in Quinhagak, it’s gone back 10 to 20 meters
in merely 10 years.” Knecht became involved with the
excavation project in 2009 after Warren Jones, a village
leader, contacted him, desperate to salvage what remains
of his people’s past. Based on carbon dating of organic

material at Nunalleq, experts believe the site dates back to
a time historians call the Bow and Arrow Wars, when Yupik
communities were engaged in fierce warfare and before
Russian explorers discovered Alaska in the early 1800s.

“This was our heritage and we had to preserve it,”
recalls Jones. “We couldn’t let it get lost at sea.” But getting
village elders who believe ancestral sites should not be dis-
turbed to agree was no easy task. “It took Warren Jones
two years to talk the village, person by person, into allow-
ing an archaeological project,” Knecht said. “They thought
long and hard about it and some of the elders who were
reluctant are now our strongest supporters.”

‘Cultural tragedy’ 
Many village residents now volunteer every summer

to join Knecht and his crew of fellow archaeologists and
students as they sift through the earth to save what they
can. “You get this terrible feeling of working against time
and you realize the full scope of the cultural tragedy that
is part of climate change,” said Knecht. “It’s grim, it really
is grim. It’s a horror show. “For every beautifully pre-
served mask lifted out of the ground, there are thousands
falling to the sea in other still undiscovered sites that no
one will ever see.” But against the grim backdrop of cli-
mate change, one positive side effect has been renewed
interest among the Yupik people in the practices and tra-
ditions of their ancestors. A number of villagers in
Quinhagak are carving replicas of the artifacts found at
Nunalleq, students at the local school have set up a tradi-
tional dance troupe and many have started to learn the
Yupik language. Not to mention the immense pride felt by
the locals at having a spectacular collection that would be
the envy of world-class museums. “This has had a lot of
impact on this small community,” Jones said. “And it’s
important the collection stay in Quinhagak,” he added.
“These objects belong to the community.  “But we’re will-
ing to share and send them out to museums on loan so that
other people learn about us.”— AFP

Local Yupik Eskimo children dance beside artifacts from their
ancestors found by archaeologist Rick Knecht and his team
at the excavation site beside the Bering Sea, near the town of
Quinhagak on the Yukon Delta in Alaska.—AFP


