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Human remains found in a tomb
where Michel de Montaigne is said
to have been buried may indeed

belong to the 16th-century French
philosopher but more work is needed to
solve the mystery, experts said on Friday.
The Musee d’Aquitaine in the southwest-
ern city of Bordeaux had in November
launched work to examine the remains in
the tomb a basement of the museum,
which occupies the premises of a con-
vent where Montaigne, famed for his lofty
but highly readable “Essays”, was buried.

The bones found are those of a “single
individual. It is an adult and it is probably
a man,” Helene Reveillas, an archaeo-
anthropologist for the Bordeaux region,
told reporters. “We have elements which
do not go against the idea that this is de
Montaigne. But we also have nothing
which allows us affirm it with certainty”,
she added. “The mystery remains,” she
said. Montaigne was one of the city’s
most famous sons, and served as its
mayor from 1581 to 1585. Speculation
that his remains are housed already with-
in a museum in Bordeaux had caused
huge excitement last year.

The opening of the tomb last year

revealed a wooden coffin with the word
“Montaigne” written in large brown letters.
The lead coffin was opened this week,
revealing “a well-preserved skeleton” and
a skull “with almost all of its teeth” as well
as the remains of tissue, pollens and
insects, according to the archaeologist.

Laboratory research, including using car-
bon 14 dating, will now be carried out by
about twenty scientists. They will particu-
larly be on the lookout for evidence of the
kidney stones from which the writer was
known to have suffered.

Reveillas added: “We know that his

heart was removed after his death” at the
request of his widow, noting that “opera-
tion leaves its traces”. Other techniques
set to be used in the follow-up include
“facial reconstruction” and genealogical
research on possible descendants,
Reveillas said. Results are expected next

year. There has long been confusion over
the location of the remains of de
Montaigne, after the body was shifted
between numerous sites after his death in
1592 at the age of 59.— AFP 

French butcher 
seeks to carve
out Unesco
distinction

Victor Dumas is convinced that his
fellow French butchers wield their
knives unlike any others, and is

hoping the UN will agree they deserve
pride of place at the global culinary table.
Dumas, 21, has been touring France for
the past year in a campaign to win recog-
nition of his skills from the Unesco cultural
agency, which curates a list of Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

“There’s a really distinct way of carving
in France,” he told AFP this week in Paris,
where he met with chefs as well as fellow
butchers known for their dedication to
using everything from “nose to tail”.
Travelling to Belfast for the World
Butchers’ Challenge in 2018, where he
took third prize in the apprentice catego-
ry, made him realise the French had ele-
vated the age-old craft of carving up ani-
mals to an art. “In a beef carcass, we’re
going to come up with 40 different cuts...
whereas others aren’t going to make the
most of the meat” and settle for just five or
six pieces, Dumas said. 

He wants French butchering to be hon-
ored alongside Chinese calligraphy,
Tinian marble-carving and Kazakh yurt
construction on the Unesco list. The dis-
tinction would bring a welcome boost as
the number of French artisan butchers
has been dwindling, in part reflecting a
social shift towards eating less meat. But
Dumas does not think his profession is in
danger. “People will always need to eat,
and more and more are seeking out quali-
ty-we saw this during the virus lockdown,”
when getting dinner on the table every
night suddenly became a preoccupation
for millions.

‘Incredibly festive’   
Dumas says he knew his destiny when

he was just five, recalling the “human

contact and sharing” when neighbors
would join his family-butchered animals
at their farm in the rolling hills east of Lyon
in southeast France. His job was to crank
the hand grinder for making sausages.
“When we would kill a pig, it was our
annual party,” he said. “It was incredibly
festive, and in one day we would fill the
entire larder.”

He began his studies at 15 and is now
apprenticing to learn the secrets of char-
cuterie and other pork delicacies in Aix-
les-Bains in the French Alps. These days,
wearing his crisp white jacket embroi-
dered with “Victor a l’Unesco”, he can
carve and mount a rack of lamb, the
quintessential centrepiece of a fancy
Sunday lunch, in under 10 minutes. He is
already preparing to compete in the
world championships in California next
year, when he also aims to officially sub-
mit his Unesco application.

“Victor represents all the butchers
who adapt according to tastes and sea-
sons,” said Mathieu Pecqueur, head of
the Culture Viande industry body. “The
French art of preparing meat is recog-
nized in countries worldwide,” added
Dominique Langlois, president of the
Interbev meat and livestock association.
“In China, where French beef has just
entered the market, we’re being asked
to help train people,” he said, referring
to Beijing’s recent lifting of a longstand-
ing ban in the wake of the “mad cow”
disease scare. He hailed Dumas’s cam-
paign, vowing to support the Unesco
bid “for the next several years if we
have to.” —  AFP

London’s New Year’s Eve fireworks
display, which annually attracts
tens of thousands of spectators,

will not go ahead on December 31 due
to the coronavirus pandemic, mayor
Sadiq Khan said on Friday. “There will
not be fireworks on New Year’s Eve this
year like in previous years,” he told LBC
radio. “We simply can’t afford to have
the numbers of people who congregate
on New Year’s Eve congregating.” Khan
added his administration was working
on creating a celebratory event that
people could “enjoy in the comfort and

safety of their living rooms on TV”.
Britain has been the worst-hit country

in Europe by the coronavirus pandemic,
with nearly 42,000 deaths from Covid-
19. The government has warned it could
re-impose a national lockdown across
England if new social curbs in the worst-
affected areas fail to stem a resurgence
in cases. Midnight on December 31 also
marks the moment when the UK regains
full sovereignty, at the expiry of a transi-
tion period following its Brexit divorce
from the European Union in January.

Khan, from the main opposition

Labor party, strongly opposed Brexit
but it was championed by his predeces-
sor as mayor, Conservative Prime
Minister Boris Johnson. The decision to
cancel the London fireworks was up to
the mayor, Johnson’s spokesman told
reporters. Asked if Downing Street
planned to mark the Brexit landmark
with its own celebration, pyrotechnic or
otherwise, he said any plans would be
announced nearer the time, “but I’m not
aware of any for now”.— AFP 

The cenotaph of late French writer Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) is displayed following
restoration works at the Musee d’Aquitaine in Bordeaux. — AFP photos

A van from JFK Transportation equipped as a mobile Wifi Hotspot is used in
Santa Ana to help some students access internet to remotely attend their
classes. — AFP photos

A van from JFK Transportation equipped as a mobile Wifi Hotspot is used in
Santa Ana.

Angel, 13, stands outside of his home trying to connect his computer to the
Wifi Hotspot provided by a parked van from JFK Transportation in order to fol-
low his online classes.

Fireworks explode around the London Eye during New Year’s celebrations in central London just after midnight. — AFP 

This file photo shows meat during the best
apprentice butcher contest. — AFP 

Photo shows the cenotaph of late French writer Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592).

Aminivan with a Wi-fi router
attached to the dashboard and a
satellite antenna on the roof is

helping 200 disadvantaged students in
Santa Ana, close to Los Angeles, cope
with the rigors of distance learning dur-
ing the coronavirus pandemic.  “When
the school district launched the new
school year last month, some of the par-
ents had challenges,” said Roman
Reyna, who is overseeing the “Wi-fi on
wheels” project launched by JFK
Transportation, which organizes school
runs in the district.  “A lot of our students
don’t have access to Wi-fi. So it’s difficult
for them to hear some of the messages
or learning lessons behind the comput-

er,” Reyna said.
As many schools began the year with

teaching online, the head of the compa-
ny, Kevin Watson, came up with the idea
of equipping some of his vans with inter-
net relays and parking them at strategic
points in the city where students with no
Internet at home can stay on top of their
school work. “We park the van, and
we’re here about eight hours to ensure
that the students are connected during
the day,” Watson said. “The Wi-fi signal
will reach approximately three and a half
football fields, that’s about 350 yards.”

The connection is secured via a pass-
word and accessible only to students, he
added. “The Wi-fi routers are 5G, it’s one

of the best and very quick,” said Watson,
who is African-American and grew up in
neighborhoods of Santa Ana where
many immigrant families live and often
struggle to make ends meet. Each van is
able to connect some 200 students, and
seven have already been deployed as
part of the project. Watson said financial
negotiations are ongoing with the school
district and the hope is to have a fleet of
about 50 of the vehicles.

‘Up to speed on homework’ 
The project has highlighted inequali-

ties in a state that boasts the fifth-largest
economy in the world and is home to
Silicon Valley and some of the biggest

tech companies. A recent report estimat-
ed that 25 percent of students in the
state - about 1.5 million - did not have
adequate internet access or computing
devices needed for distance learning. 

The same applies in other US states,
in part because of high internet costs -
which average about 60 dollars a month
- and poor infrastructure. In the southern
state of Mississippi, for example, half of
students do not have access to Wi-fi or
laptops, according to a study by the
NGO Common Sense Media and the
Boston Consulting Group. The study said
it would take between $6 billion and $11
billion to eradicate this digital divide
across the country, the equivalent of one

to two percent of the defense budget.
In Santa Ana, it is estimated that some

10,000 students do not have access to
Wi-fi, said local councilman Vincent
Sarmiento. He said the city had been try-
ing to create as many hotspots as possi-
ble, and initiatives such Watson’s had
helped relieve the pressure. For the stu-
dents, the relay vans offer a chance to
keep up with school work. “I had Wi-fi
trouble ... and sometimes I would go to
my friend’s house and they let me work
there,” said 13-year-old  Angel, who now
has a “Wi-fi on wheels” parked near his
home. “Now, it’s working good and I’ve
returned all my assignments.”— AFP 


