
Tuesday, February 23, 2021

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 13
L i f e s t y l e

This picture shows Dave Pearson, an Australian shark attack survivor, surfing on
Crowdy Bay National Park at Port Macquarie.

This picture shows Dave Pearson, an Australian shark
attack survivor, walking back after surfing on Crowdy
Bay National Park. — AFP photos

This picture shows Australian surfers (from left to right) Kevin Young, Dave
Pearson, Bruce Locas and Ray Short posing for pictures on Crowdy Bay National
Park at Port Macquarie.

The first rule of Bite Club is you talk
to Dave Pearson, a shark attack
survivor who connects hundreds

of people from around the world to
support each other “beyond the bite”.
The 58-year-old almost died a decade
ago when a bull shark tore into his arm
while he was surfing off Australia’s east
coast. Since the day when friends
hauled him to shore-away from the
three-meter predator that dragged him
around the bottom of the ocean before
losing interest-he has been helping
others escape the psychological grip
of nightmare attacks.

“My life is shark attacks,” the wind,
sun and surf-weathered Aussie told
AFP, still dripping wet after another day
on the waves at the beach where he
was bitten. “You know if there’s a shark
attack somewhere in the world, I’ll hear
about it.”  Pearson is the founder of
Bite Club, initially a small group for sur-
vivors of shark encounters that now
includes victims of dog maulings, alli-
gator bites and even a hippo attack.
Its members-nearly 400 people in all-
usually meet in person at least once a

year, but some meet more often for a
casual surf while the rest keep in con-
tact on social media.  The club acts as
a network for survivors to seek out sup-
port from the group when they need it
most, and Pearson says he spends
most nights speaking with at least one
member over the phone.

He realized the power of talking to
others who shared his ordeal even
before he had left the hospital. By
chance, Lisa Mondy-bitten a few days
before him-was recovering in the same
facility.  “Everybody was there to wish
me the best, but until I spoke with Lisa
it was like, they didn’t really understand
what my head was going through,”
said Pearson. The brutality of maulings-
combined with the media attention they
receive-can shake survivors, victims,
their relatives and rescuers for years
and in some cases cause post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

When Kevin Young’s 19-year-old
son Zac was killed by a tiger shark
while surfing on a reef near Coffs
Harbour in 2013, he felt like a hurricane
had swallowed him. “I was inside the

eye of that storm, and I feel like I’ve
been here ever since,” Young said. His
son’s legs were almost completely sev-
ered in the attack but, clinging to life,
he paddled across to his three friends
to tell them he loved them and prayed
for their protection from the killer shark
lurking below. Surrounded by water
thick with their friend’s blood, the trio-at
the time aged 14, 15 and 19 — pad-
dled Zac back to shore on their shoul-
ders, in a journey that took nearly half
an hour.

By the time they reached the beach,
nothing could be done to revive
Young’s son, despite their efforts.
“Those three boys, in my mind,
became men that day,” said Young.
“I’m indebted to them for life in what
they tried to do for my son.”

‘So many people affected’ 
Like Pearson, Young speaks of oth-

ers’ pain before his own. Each of his
son’s rescuers has paid a psychologi-
cal price, he said. 

“Whether it’s a partner, the wife, the
son, the daughter, a friend, or just a

community member-there’s so many
people affected.” Young says it is a
privilege to serve in a club that helps
support people who would otherwise
be left to struggle alone. That includes
people like Ray Short, who was 13
years old in 1966 when a shark
clamped down on his leg while swim-
ming near Wollongong. “It’s just some-
thing that was never there when I was
young. If you got to meet or hear from
one or two other shark bite victims, it
was amazing,” Short says.  “Now
there’s a group there that can all sit
and relate to each other.” Pearson says
that while the group is closely connect-
ed, the perspective of members is var-
ied: some become anti-shark, pushing
for culls, while others become conser-
vationists.

‘It’s more special now’ 
Similarly, paths to recovery differ.

But leaving the ocean behind was nev-
er an option for Pearson-or for many in
the group. “Surfing has changed for
me, and in fact, it’s probably more spe-
cial now than it used to be because I

know the consequences,” he said.
Young knows at least one of his son’s
friends struggled to return to the
waves. But “all of us are surfers-that’s
our place, that’s our zen place,” he
added.

Shark attacks are still incredibly
rare, but last year was especially tough
for the group, with seven people killed
in 22 unprovoked incidents around
Australia, according to the Taronga
Conservation Society. This makes it the
deadliest country in the world for shark
bites in 2020, according to global data
compiled by the Florida Museum of
Natural History’s shark research pro-
gram. “I met with probably four families
last year who lost someone, and it is
tough,” Pearson said. “It’s hard, every
attack brings your attack back.”
Pearson still works hard for his mem-
bers, but says that more than anything,
he wants to prevent more people join-
ing the Bite Club. — AFP

Star French
florist weathers
pandemic

There was a time, pre-pandemic, that
Thierry Boutemy’s flowery creations
graced catwalks, magazine covers

and celebrity weddings. Now, of course,
the French florist-who has worked for
Sofia Coppola, Lady Gaga and the fash-
ion house Hermes-is having to weather
the crisis like anyone else. But his pas-
sion for petals has not withered. For more
than 25 years, Boutemy has run his bou-
tique in Brussels, a cob-walled den
where Italian poppies, Dutch hellebores
and tulips from the south of France per-
fume the air. All are imported-”Belgium
doesn’t produce anything in winter,” he
says-but they are all blooming, alive, from
soil, free from chemicals and of verified
provenance.

That attention to detail and devotion to
nature means Boutemy sources most of
his plants from small growers discovered
on the sidelines of the Royal FloraHolland
Auction House-the biggest in the world-in
the Dutch city of Aalsmeer, near

Amsterdam. “That market is a disaster,”
he told AFP. “It’s an industry-scale war
machine that works like a poultry battery
farm. It’s full-on commercialism,” he said,
describing a technique used by some to
color flowers by soaking them in dye.
“Instead of buying a bunch of flowers at a
supermarket check-out, it’s better to buy
a single flower for three euros,” he
argued, complaining how horticulturists

are being squeezed by the sector’s
industrialization.

No ‘fashion florist’ 
Despite all that, Boutemy is forced at

times to turn to the Aalsmeer auction mar-
ket to complete artistic contracts, such as
when he was tapped to provide a sump-
tuous peony display in the movie “Marie
Antoinette” by Sofia Coppola-in the mid-

dle of winter. That project, he said,
remains his “most beautiful career memo-
ry”. Boutemy turned for inspiration to
paintings by an 18th-century artist, Anne
Vallayer-Coster, renowned for her skillful
depiction of flowers, who caught the eye
of King Louis XVI of France’s wife Marie
Antoinette.

The 52-year-old, wearing an orange
jacket and sporting a curated beard,
rejects the label “fashion florist” that some
have thrown his way because of his work
for couture houses such as Lanvin,
Hermes and Dries Van Noten. “I’m not at
all interested in fashion, actually,” he
laughed.  What he prefers is “people who
sweep me away in their passion; some-
times maybe it’s not to my taste but I
have fun trying to understand what’s
going on in their mind.”

He has teamed up several times with
big-name fashion photographer Mario
Testino, notably for a 2012 Vogue maga-
zine cover of Lady Gaga for which he
improvised an arch made of flowers and
plants. While waiting for normal activity
to return, he is currently working on a
film idea by an Italian director looking to
tell the story of an eccentric who would
like to build a palace made entirely of
vegetation.—AFP

French city
cooks up furore 
over meat-free
school lunches

The French government on Sunday
accused the Green mayor of Lyon
of insulting French butchers and

harming the health of children by keeping
meat off the menu for school lunches in
the city. Mayor Gregory Doucet defend-
ed the decision, saying the idea of hav-
ing a single menu without meat was to
ensure a smooth service at lunchtimes
during the social distancing enforced by
the Covid-19 crisis. But the government
pounced on the mayor, who was one of a
number of Green politicians to win control
of major cities in last year’s local elec-
tions seen as a drubbing for the party of
President Emmanuel Macron.

Lyon is also seen by many as the culi-
nary capital of the country, famed for its
hearty meat-based cuisine. “Let’s stop
putting ideology on our children’s plates,”
Agriculture Minister Julien Denormandie
wrote on Twitter. “Let’s just give them
what they need to grow well. Meat is part
of it,” he said, adding that he had asked
the region’s prefect, the state-appointed
top local official, to overrule the move.
Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin said it
was an “unacceptable insult” for French
farmers and butchers. “We can see that
the moralizing and elitist policy of the
Greens excludes the popular classes.
Many children often only get to eat meat
at the school canteen.”

Doucet hit back on Twitter, saying that
the measure has been taken “solely” due
to the health crisis and adding that his
right-wing predecessor as mayor Gerard
Collomb had taken “exactly the same
measure” during the first wave of the
pandemic. He said that the menu-which
includes fish and egg products-was “bal-
anced for all our schoolchildren”. Doucet
is not the first of the new breed of Green
mayors to court controversy. Last year
the new Green mayor of Bordeaux Pierre
Hurmic decided to do away with the
city’s traditional Christmas tree as part of
his pro-environment agenda, saying he
was “not going to put dead trees in our
squares.” And Doucet himself raised eye-
brows by saying the most French of
sporting events-the Tour de France-was
“macho and polluting” and not welcome
back in the city as long as it was not
“environmentally responsible.”— AFP

Rescuers were racing yesterday to
save dozens of pilot whales that
beached on a stretch of New

Zealand coast notorious for mass strand-
ings, wildlife officials said. The
Department of Conservation (DOC) said
the pod of 49 long-finned pilot whales
was found early yesterday at Farewell
Spit, about 90 kilometres (55 miles) north
of the South Island tourist town of
Nelson. By mid-afternoon, nine of the
whales had died and more than 60 peo-
ple were working to keep the survivors

alive for an attempt to refloat them at
high tide, the DOC said. “Marine mam-
mal medics will assist with refloating the
whales and caring for them on the
beach, keeping them cool and wet until
they can be refloated,” a DOC spokes-
woman said.

Farewell Spit is a 26-kilometre hook
of sand that protrudes into the sea at
Golden Bay. It has been the scene of at
least 10 pilot whale strandings in the
past 15 years, the most recent in
February 2017, when almost 700 of the
marine mammals beached, resulting in
250 deaths. Scientists are unclear as to
why the beach is so deadly, although
one theory is that the spit creates a
shallow seabed in the bay that inter-
feres with the whales’ sonar navigation
systems.— AFP

Greek ex-national 
theatre chief
accused of rape

The former artistic director of Greece’s
national theatre was arrested on
Saturday over allegations of rape

against minors, amid a belated #MeToo
awakening. Dimitris Lignadis, a renowned
actor and director, faces accusations of
serial rape and indecent assault, accord-
ing to an arrest warrant.  Lignadis, 56,
resigned on February 6 citing a “toxic cli-
mate of rumors, innuendo and leaks”. He
is at the centre of numerous allegations of
sexual abuse of minors, according to
Greek media.

He was detained a day after Culture
Minister Lina Mendoni said she had asked
the supreme court prosecutor to look into
rumors circulating about him and publicly
described him as “a dangerous person”.
“We strongly pressured Lignadis to say if
he was the one named in the rumors...
there was a steady denial that the rumors
were about him,”Mendoni said. He
deceived us, he deceived me,” she
added. Her comments angered Lignadis
who shot back: “If I am a dangerous man
in my personal life or in my work, I think we
should wait for this to be decided by the
history and by other institutions.”
Lignadis’ lawyer, Nikos Georgouleas, said
on Saturday his client rejected all the
accusations and that he was arrested after
presenting himself to authorities. 

‘Cover-up’ 
A complaint was filed against

Lignadis on Friday regarding the rape in

2010 of a 14-year old boy, according to
ANA news agency. The now 25-year-old
plaintiff is the second person that has
accused the director of rape, according
to public ERT TV. The prosecutor
received another deposition late on
Friday night, according to ANA.

This witness alleged that he was at the
director’s home with friends under 18,
where the director was plying them with
alcohol and drugs and asking them to
have group sex. The Lignadis case has
sparked a war of words between the gov-
ernment and opposition parties that have
called for Mendoni’s resignation accusing
her of foot dragging in the case. The
Syriza main opposition party leader, Alexis
Tsipras, said on Friday that the
Government attempted a “cover-up”
adding that Prime Minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis was “a friend of Lignadis”.  

“It’s truly obscene that Mr Tsipras tries
to take advantage of all these shocking
revelations, giving them a party-related
tone,” a statement issued by the Prime
Minister’s office said late on Friday. Mr
Mitsotakis “knew Lignadis only for his the-
atrical performances which he attended”,
it added. —AFP

French florist artist Thierry Boutemy poses for portrait pictures in his atelier and flower
shop, during an interview with AFP, in Brussels. — AFP 

This handout photo shows rescuers racing to save dozens of pilot whales that beached on
a stretch of New Zealand coast at Farewell Spit, notorious for mass strandings. — AFP 

Former artistic director of Greece’s national
theatre Dimitris Lignadis (center) is escort-
ed handcuffed by police officers to the
examining magistrate in Athens. — AFP 


