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Fe a t u r e s

Every year, tens of thousands of tourists flock to the
snow festival in the northern Japanese city of
Sapporo, attracted by some 200 large, but intricate

ice sculptures. But this year, there’s a problem: no snow.
With high temperatures that festival-goers put down to
climate change, organizers were forced to truck in powder
from distant towns for their signature sculptures in an
unheard-of ice crisis. “This lack of snow is unprecedent-
ed,” said Yumato Sato, an official in charge of organizing
the snow festival, which normally uses 30,000 tons of the
stuff for sculptures ranging from anime characters to
famous racehorses. 

“We had to bring in snow from places we had never
reached out to before” such as Niseko, a town about 60
kilometers (40 miles) away from Sapporo famous for its
skiing, he said. Adding to the problem was the need for
pristine snow, perfect for sculpting. “The snow needs to
be free of dirt, otherwise the sculptures can break up,”
he said. “We barely managed to scrape together enough
snow.” Record low snowfall in Japan this year has also
forced many ski resorts to shut their pistes. According to
Weathernews, one quarter of the 400 resorts surveyed
had been unable to operate. There has been a knock-on
effect on one of the snow festival’s main attractions-a
100-metre-long, 10-metre-high slide-that had to be
reduced in size.

‘Once before I die’ 
Snowfall in Sapporo has been less than half the annual

average, according to the Japan Meterological Agency’s
local observatory. High temperatures melted the snow in
mid-December and the mercury is expected to stay above
average. This posed a major challenge for the 125 local
Self-Defense Forces troops who painstakingly construct
the sculptures each year that can be as high as 15 meters,

according to commanding officer Colonel Minoru Suzuki.
“Due to record warm weather this year, we didn’t have

much snow and the snow contained more water which
made the statues melt easily,” Suzuki told AFP. His troops
spent about 100 days planning and building a 15-metre
tall, 20-metre wide statue modeled on the palace at
Lazienki Park in Warsaw to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of Japanese-Polish diplomatic relations in

2019. “We had to keep repairing the statue so we strug-
gled. It was difficult to attach parts because it was so
warm,” he added. The festival has been running for 70
years and is a major tourist magnet, drawing 2.7 million
visitors last year.

Sunao Kinoshita, a 75-year-old who had travelled up
from near Osaka, said he “had to see it once before I die”.
“Northern Japanese cities have been hosting snow festi-

vals every year. It would be a shame if such events ended”
due to global warming, he said. A regular festival-goer
from the region also laid the blame on global warming. “I
was worried the climate was different this year,” Ayaka
Muto, 31, told AFP. “Usually we have more snow. I think it’s
strange. I feel global warming is happening,” added Muto.

‘Serious and a disaster’ 
The main theme of this year’s festival, which runs

unti l  February 11 , is  the ethnic Ainu minority in
Hokkaido, as the first Ainu-themed national museum,
nicknamed Upopoy or “singing together” in the Ainu
language, will open in April. “We’ve never before had
statues with such powerful Ainu characteristics,” Sato
said. One statue featured a giant Blakiston’s fish owl
spreading its wings watching over sculptures of the
museum and a ship. The owl is considered a god in Ainu
culture. Another statue was based on the Ainu myth of a
thunder god and a forest princess. And some have been
turning to the nature gods of Japan’s native Shinto reli-
gion to pray for more snow. 

In mid-January, a ski resort in western Hyogo prefec-
ture invited a Shinto priest to hold a ceremony to ask the
gods for snow, as did the organizers of the Yamagata
snow festival in northern Japan. “It’s not that we don’t
have enough snow. We don’t have snow at all. It’s serious
and it’s a disaster,” Hyogo Governor Toshizo Ido told
reporters last month. The Sapporo festival organizers
hope they can continue the famed event in the future
despite the warming climate.  “This year marked the 71st
event. It’s a festival that we want to carry on for future
generations,” Sato said. “(But) this is about weather so all
we can do is to pray.”— AFP

Lying on a footbridge spanning London’s River
Thames, Ben Wilson finalizes his latest creation: a
miniature painting on chewing gum, stuck to the steel

structure. The 57-year-old Englishman has toured the
British capital for the past 15 years sculpting and repaint-
ing scraps of gum discarded by passers-by. But it’s not just
an eccentric hobby. Wilson considers the results “a form of
art”-as well as recycling. “I’m transforming the rubbish
and making it into a form of art, so that’s a form of recy-
cling,” he told AFP on a sunny morning on the Millenium
Bridge in the shadow of Saint Paul’s Cathedral. “(It) is tak-
ing a thoughtless action and trying to transform it hopeful-
ly into something positive,” Wilson added, brush in hand.

His colorful creations, barely bigger than a small coin,
can be found all along the pedestrian bridge and in the
surrounding area. Unless passers-by look closely, they are
easy to miss. Many are miniature representations of the
famous cathedral nearby, while others are vivid-almost
psychedelic-drawings, often signed and dated. Originally
from north London, Wilson started out carving wood,
before turning to chewing gum.  Over the years, his unusu-
al hobby has earned him the nickname “chewing gum
man”-a moniker he has fully embraced. His procedure is
now well established.

Wilson will spot old gum stuck to steps, streets and
other parts of the urban landscape. Then, out comes his
equipment: an old paint-stained blanket to sit on; bottles
of acrylic paints and varnish; a burner to melt the gum;
and, of course, a brush. He is careful to avoid painting on
the actual bridge or other surface, in case he is accused of
vandalism by the authorities. “The person who spat out
the gum is the person that created the criminal damage,”
he noted.

“It’s sad really the impact that humans have on their
environment, the amount of rubbish that we create.”
Pedestrians, some used to the regular sight of Wilson
working in his paint-flecked jacket, engage with him,
asking questions or sometimes taking photos. He esti-
mates he has painted “thousands and thousands” of
pieces of gum, and prides himself on having produced
his “hidden art” across central London.  Wilson collabo-
rates with galleries and other artists for some income,
and refuses any money offered to sign people’s pieces of
gum. “It’s nice to actually create something which
evolves out of the environment rather than being
imposed on the environment,” he said.—AFP

Meet T-Rex’s older cousin: 
The Reaper of Death

Scientists said Monday they had discovered a new
species of dinosaur closely related to Tyrannosaurus
rex that strode the plain of North America some 80

million years ago.  Thanatotheristes degrootorum-Greek for
“Reaper of Death”-is thought to be the oldest member of

the T-Rex family yet discovered in northern North America,
and would have grown to around eight meters (26 feet) in
length.

“We chose a name that embodies what this tyrannosaur
was as the only known large apex predator of its time in
Canada, the reaper of death,” Darla Zelenitsky, assistant
professor of Dinosaur Palaeobiology at Canada’s University
of Calgary. “The nickname has come to be Thanatos,” she
told AFP.

Whereas T-Rex-the most famous of all dinosaur species,
immortalized in Steven Spielberg’s 1993 epic Jurassic Park-
stalked its prey around 66 million years ago, Thanatos dates
back at least 79 million years, the team said.  The specimen
was discovered by Jared Voris, a PhD student at Calgary,
and is the first new tyrannosaur species found for 50 years
in Canada. “There are very few species of tyrannosaurids,
relatively speaking,” said Zelenitsky, co-author of the study
that appeared in the journal Cretaceous Research. 

“Because of the nature of the food chain these large
apex predators were rare compared to herbivorous or
plant-eating dinosaurs.” The study found that Thanatos
had a long, deep snout, similar to more primitive tyran-
nosaurs that lived in the southern United States. The
researchers suggested that the difference in tyrannosaur
skull shapes between regions could have been down to
differences in diet, and dependent on the prey available at
the time. — AFPA handout photo shows an artist’s impression of a

Thanatotheristes degrootorum, a newly-discovered species
of T-Rex.

Man charged after using 
a mobile phone on a horse 

A man has been charged after using his mobile phone
on a horse. The unnamed man was travelling down a
rural road in New South Wales, Australia with a phone
attached to his ear when he was stopped by police. He
pleaded guilty to the charge. Police prosecutor Kris
O’Brien filed the paperwork to the court for the
charge of ‘Driver used mobile phone when not permit-
ted’, and noted “it’s not made clear in the charge, but
the vehicle is a horse”. Magistrate David Day said:
“Under the road rules a horse is a vehicle... and he
didn’t have a hands-free device fitted to the horse.” He
also joked: “I’ve had someone charged with being
drunk on a horse before - but just one.” The defen-
dant’s solicitor, Tim Cain, said his client pleaded guilty
“because he concedes that the horse was in motion”
but argued that the matter was “trivial”. The magis-
trate did not record a criminal conviction against the
30-year-old.

Onion bhaji breaks
world record 

The world’s largest onion bhaji has been cooked in
East London. The giant snack - which weighs 387
pounds and smashed the previous benchmark by a
whopping 162 pounds - was made by Chef Oli Khan
with the assistance of his team. The bhaji took eight
hours and 500 litres of oil to make. It was cooked at
an event, in partnership with Just Eat, held at the East
London Mosque and London Muslim Centre. Oli said:
“This wouldn’t have been possible without my team,
who are all present with me today to share in this
amazing victory. “This isn’t just a win for us, it’s a win
for our nation Great Britain, which we are proud to
represent!” It wasn’t the only record to be broken at
the event, as the largest samosa in the world was also
created.

Man jailed after burning 
a million dollars 

A man has been jailed after burning a million dollars.
Bruce McConville - a Canadian businessman - was
sentenced to 30 days in prison, after he burned the
cash to avoid paying his wife spousal and child sup-
port as part of their divorce settlement. Judge Kevin
Phillips told Bruce that he did not believe his excuse
and accused him of making a mockery of the court.
The judge said: “I don’t believe you. I don’t trust you. I
don’t think you’re honest. “You are making a mockery
of this court, and its process - something I will not
allow in this court.” Bruce claimed that his actions
were out of the character and that he has “always
been frugal”. He said: “It’s not something that I would
normally do. I am not a person that is extremely mate-
rialistic. A little goes a long way. I have always been
frugal. That’s why my business lasted for 31 years.”

Fox sneaks into Parliament 
A fox sneaked into Houses of Parliament and pooed
outside the office of a Labor MP. It is unclear how the
animal found its way into the Westminster building
and left excrement outside the unfortunate politician’s
office. Labor MP Kerry McCarthy a picture of the
scene, and tweeted: “So apparently there was a fox
running around in Portcullis House atrium about half
an hour ago, and now I’ve just found this outside my
office (two floors up!) “I can’t believe I missed all the
drama and just found the poo.” Conservative MP Julia
Lopez added: “Just leaving Westminster office for the
night and see a fox climbing escalator in Portcullis
House. We have seen some strange things in
Parliament since 2017, but this tops it!” Police eventu-
ally captured the animal, escorting it out of the build-
ing under a box and releasing it back onto the streets
of Whitehall.

Restaurant slammed 
for ladies fillet steak 

A restaurant has been blasted for offering a ‘ladies fil-
let’ steak on their menu. The Manhattan Bar and Grill
in Liverpool’s 8oz steak is smaller than the other
meaty offerings on the menu, and it is described by
the restaurant as “one for the ladies”. The next size up
on the grill menu at Manhattan is the fillet steak, which
comes in at 10oz. The gendered meal was highlighted
by food writer Vicky Andrews on Twitter, who asked:
“Would you order a ‘ladies fillet?’ “ The restaurant
claimed they created the dish in response to the
demand from female customers and insisted they
won’t be changing the controversial name. An employ-
ee, known only as Karl, commented: “We’ve had this
steak on the menu since day one (2015) and due to
high demand from a lot of our female customers, we
named it, the Ladies Fillet. “It’s a very, very popular
dish and one of our bestselling steaks from the Grill
section. “So, no! I won’t be changing the name, why
change something that works?”

Twins born in different decades 
A pair of twins were born just 30 minutes apart - but
in different decades. Dawn Gilliam gave birth to
daughter Joslyn at 11.37 pm on December 31, 2019 and
brother Jaxon at 12.07 am on January 1, 2020.  The
mother, from Indiana, was not due to give birth until
February but she and partner Jason Tello went to hos-
pital on New Year’s Eve due to concern about a lack
of fetal movement. Dawn told the Indianapolis Star:
“They were like, ‘You might have to deliver today.”
She revealed that the pair knew that Joslyn was going
to be born first. She said: “She’s been in position for
most of the pregnancy. Of course, he (Jaxon) was
breech. So, it took a while for him to come.” Jason
added: “We talked about how it would be great to
have them born on different dates. But here we are
with this surprise - different dates, different years.
That was definitely interesting for us for sure.”

Bizarre News

This file photo shows a giant snow sculpture supported by Hokkaido Television Broadcasting representing a “kotankoro kamuy”
(Blakiston’s fish owl) watching over the National Ainu Museum. — AFP 


