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urope’s oldest person, French nun
Sister Andre, turned 117 yesterday
after surviving COVID-19 last month

and living through two world wars, with a
special birthday feast including her favorite
dessert-baked Alaska. Born Lucile Randon
on February 11, 1904, Sister Andre said she
didn’t realize she had caught the coron-
avirus, which infected 81 residents of her
retirement home in the southeast city of
Toulon, killing 10 of them. “I’m told that I got
it,” the nun told AFP on Wednesday at the
home, where she sat basking in the winter
sun, her eyes closed and hands clasped in
prayer. 

“I was very tired, it’s true, but I didn’t
realize it,” she added in a steady, strong
voice that belies her years. But David
Tavella, spokesman for the Sainte Catherine
Laboure nursing home, said she had “expe-
rienced a triple confinement: in her wheel-
chair, in her room and without a visit”. “So

her birthday, it reinvigorates us,” he added,
following the deadly outbreak. Sister Andre,
who has been inundated with calls from
reporters around the world, said she was
not planning to do anything special for her
117th birthday.

But the home has other ideas, with a cel-
ebration to include a video call with her
family.  The facility, home to a dozen nuns,
plans a special mass, and the chef is
preparing a birthday feast with foie gras,
capon fillet with porcini mushrooms and
Sister Andre’s favorite dessert: baked
Alaska.

A glass of wine a day 
She says her favorite food is lobster and

she enjoys “a small glass of wine every
day”. Born in the southern town of Ales in a
Protestant family, she grew up as the only
girl among three brothers. One of her fond-
est memories was the return of two of her
brothers at the end of World War I.  “It was
rare, in families, there were usually two
dead rather than two alive. They both came
back,” she told AFP last year, on her 116th
birthday. As a young woman she worked as
a governess to children of wealthy families
in Paris, a job she said “suited me very
well.”

She converted to Catholicism and was
baptized at the age of 26. Driven by a
desire to “go further”, she joined the
Daughters of Charity order of nuns at the
relatively late age of 41. Sister Andre was
then assigned to a hospital in Vichy, where
she worked for 31 years and then spent 30
years in a retirement home in the French
Alps before moving to Toulon.—AFP

Britain’s brass
bands fear being
blown away 
by virus curbs

T
hey have been central to working-
class life in mining communities for
decades but Britain’s colliery brass

bands say they are now fighting to survive
due to coronavirus restrictions. With Britain
again under lockdown, brass bands are
struggling from the lack of opportunity to
perform and drum up crucial funds, or even
to practice together. Even the most famous
among them-the Grimethorpe Colliery
Band, which inspired the 1996 film
“Brassed Off!” starring Ewan McGregor-has
not escaped the effects.

“The issue really is about survival at the
moment,” Andrew Coe, director of the
band, based in northern England and
founded in 1917, told AFP. “We were star-
ing down the abyss of running out of money
probably this summer,” he said. Known for
their colorful uniforms and fierce rivalries,
colliery brass bands have faced existential
threats before, not least in the year-long
national miners’ strike over coal pit closures
in 1984-85. Coe said that the turbulent peri-
od under then-prime minister Margaret
Thatcher had been “pivotal” for the amateur
bands, associated with pits. “Under great
pressure, a lot of them did disappear, sad-
ly,” he said.

‘Brink of extinction’ 
Since March last year when Britain

imposed its first virus lockdown, bands have
turned to online crowdfunding to cover costs
like renting practice halls and paying
salaried staff. So far, more than £140,000
($193,000, 160,000 euros) has been raised
under the aegis of the Brass Bands England
support organization, which represents 400
bands in England and Wales. Kenny
Crookston, the organization’s chief execu-
tive, said that the money had been vital to
giving traditional brass bands a future.

“It really is that serious for them. They are
on the brink of extinction if they don’t get
some money in,” he warned. He said the
funds had provided a lifeline not only to
bands like Grimethorpe, which tours around
the world, but smaller ones with just a hand-
ful of players. The British government has
also provided £1.6 billion to help keep all
arts organizations afloat during the out-
break. 

‘Uncertainty’ 
Some top brass bands participate in

international competitions and perform at
high-profile venues, such as London’s
Albert Hall. Smaller local bands normally
appear in bandstands, at village halls or
local marches. But repeated changes in

coronavirus restrictions have provided a
series of false dawns. “The biggest problem
we have is that uncertainty,” Crookston
said. Last year, when infection rates and
deaths fell, some areas of the country saw
restrictions eased, allowing bands to play
under social distancing rules.

During that period, Brass Bands England
worked closely with Britain’s culture ministry
and public health officials to provide spe-
cialist advice. “A lot of bands went to a bit
of expense and a bit of trouble to make the
place spotlessly clean, put screens up,
good ventilation... just to get the band back
together partially,” said Crookston. But, as
rules have tightened again, including anoth-
er lockdown from last month, Brass Bands
England has said all practicing should stop.
There is currently no indication of when
practices or performances will return.

Heart of life 
Financial difficulties aside, bands are

also concerned about the pandemic’s last-
ing impact on local communities. A sign
welcoming visitors to the northwestern mar-
ket town of Sandbach calls it “Home of the
World Famous Foden’s Brass Band”.
Manager and cornet player Mark Wilkinson,
who has been in the band for 29 years, said
that in normal times it would be the centre
of members’ social lives.

Usually the band, which dates back to
1900, would perform 30 concerts a year
and rehearse every Tuesday and Thursday
for two hours. “We feel so busy, we will
spend a lot of time with each other,” he
said, adding that members, spouses and
children were all friends with one another.
Foden’s has managed to keep playing
online, including organizing regional com-
petitions, judged remotely.

But it has been hard for the band to miss
live performances, such as representing
England in the European Brass Band
Championships in Lithuania in May last
year. Solo trombonist and band chairman
John Barber described the thrill of perform-
ing live as a “rollercoaster type of experi-
ence”. “When there are 25 or 26 people on
stage who are absolutely giving it their all,
it’s not just the sheer volume and the timbre
of the sound that quite literally pins you to
your seat,” he said.  “There’s a collective
responsibility and pride because you’re
representing your band.”— AFP

Sister Andre, Lucile Randon in the registry of
birth, the eldest French and European citizen,
prays in a wheelchair, on the eve of her 117th
birthday. — AFP photos

Sister Andre, Lucile Randon in the registry of birth, sits in a wheelchair in her room as she holds an
alarm, on the eve of her 117th birthday.

Principal cornet player Mark Wilkinson (right)
and solo trombonist John Barber of Foden’s
Band, pose for a photograph.


