
Thursday, June 3, 2021

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 12
L i f e s t y l e

A cleaner mops the floor in front of a Nintendo’s Super Mario game character decoration at
Narita Airport in China prefecture. — AFP 

Incense burned gently in the corner of a
sunlit room as South African traditional
healer Makhosi Malatji fixed her smart-

phone into a tripod and reached for a
small bag of divination bones. A young
female face on the screen watched
Malatji shake the pouch and scatter its
contents across the floor of her
Johannesburg home. She angled the
phone to make sure her client could fol-
low and began interpreting the bone pat-
tern, finding cues that prompted the
woman to open up about a distressing
family feud. Like traditional healers
across the country, Malatji, 37, took an
ancient practice online last year to con-
tinue offering consultations under strict
coronavirus restrictions.

The shift has fired a budding pre-pan-
demic trend of younger traditional heal-
ers already engaging clients through
social media and video calls. “Before
COVID I had never used a phone or lap-
top to do a consultation,” said Malatji,
who trained over a decade ago. “It was a
bit of an adjustment,” she laughed,
describing her first Skype session as “a
mess”. Skeptical at first, Malatji now has
professional profiles on Facebook,
Instagram and Youtube. A ring light stood
at the back of her brightly coloured con-
sultation room lined with traditional print-
ed fabric and carpeted in animal skin.

Despite the easing of coronavirus

restrictions, Malatji still sees half of her
clients remotely. “I actually enjoy the
online ones more now because it saves
time,” she admitted, noting that she also
acquired new overseas customers in
countries like Dubai, Italy and Sri Lanka.

New age sangomas 
Known as “sangomas” in Zulu lan-

guage, traditional healers are qualified
herbalists, counselors and mediators as
well as diviners. Many South Africans
consult them for illnesses, dream inter-
pretations and conflict resolution.
Shrouded in misconception, sangomas
were banned in 1957 under the
“Witchcraft Suppression Act” and only
legally recognized decades later as “tra-
ditional health practitioners”.

Knowledge transmission skipped a
generation as a result, with grandparents
training millennial grandchildren more
inclined to break with tradition. Five
years after she became a traditional
healer in 2012, Nomfundo Dhlamini
branched out into the digital space as a
self-proclaimed “new age sangoma”. The
30-year-old uses social media platforms
to “advocate for African spirituality”, par-
ticularly among young people.

As lockdown boosted demand for
impersonal healing, Dhlamini distilled
traditional herbs into soaps and tea
bags she sold online. A growing number

of ailing customers have started dis-
cussing symptoms and remedies with
her via WhatsApp message. Previously,
“the only way to speak to a traditional
healer was to go to their place,”
Dhlamini explained. “Now there are new
ways of doing things.” But the digital
presence of sangomas remains limited,
she added, pointing to a backlash from
traditionalists opposed to modernizing
the practice. The generational gap can
sometimes complicate dialogue. There

is “a little bit of tension”, Dhlamini noted.
“It’s not really easy for an elderly healer
to ask a younger healer for help (with
technology).”

‘Throwing bones cannot change’ 
Xhanti Madolo, 39, spotted an infor-

mation gap about sangomas when he
moved to Johannesburg from the
Eastern Cape Province in 2002. “A lot of
the people who move from rural to more
urban areas... don’t know where to con-

sult,” he explained. Last year, Madolo
and his former classmate Siphiwo Lindi
set up South Africa’s first online directory,
“Gogo Online” for traditional healers. “We
went into a very traditional space where
technology is frowned upon... thinking
that people might be averse,” Lindi said.
But more than 200 healers have signed
up to the platform since its launch last
November.

Lockdown “has been a great help”,
said Madolo, as “traditional healers are
starting to move” online. Yet after strug-
gling with months of telephonic consulta-
tions, 66-year-old Gogo Molahlegi was
somewhat relieved when authorities
allowed traditional healers to resume
face-to-face sessions. The great-grand-
mother still feels less constrained by face
masks and hand sanitizer than a screen.
“At my age... I prefer to see someone
here,” Molahlegi told AFP, removing her
sandals before stepping into a small back
yard room lined with jars of herbs and
bottles of sacred river water. A younger
trainee took notes as Molahlegi lit a can-
dle and sniffed tobacco-rituals that mark
the start of a traditional reading.
“Throwing bones cannot change,” she
argued. “You cannot do that digitally... the
person has to be here with you.”— AFP

Traditional healer and spokesperson of the Traditional Healers Organization (THO), Janet
Mmalaixaba, also known as Gogo Molahlegi, poses for a portrait in Brakpan, South Africa. — AFP 

After opening its first-ever theme
park this March, Nintendo is giving
fans something else to get excited

about: a planned “Nintendo Gallery”
museum set to open by spring 2024. The
Japanese gaming giant announced yes-
terday it plans to repurpose an old facto-
ry site in Kyoto, where the firm is based,
to exhibit its history and beloved gaming
products. “Nintendo has been discussing
the possibility of building a gallery, as a
way to share Nintendo’s product devel-
opment history and philosophy with the
public,” the company said in a statement.

The facility “where Nintendo’s histori-
cal products will be showcased, and
exhibits and experiences will be avail-
able” is expected to be completed by
March 2024. There was little detail yet on
what fans of the company behind leg-
ends such as Super Mario and Donkey
Kong can expect from the museum. It
will be built on the site of a plant located
in Kyoto’s Uji city, which was built in
1969 and made Western-style playing

cards as well as the Japanese playing
cards called “hanafuda” that were
Nintendo’s original bread and butter.

The plant also served as a video
game console repair center, but opera-
tions were transferred elsewhere in
2016, and Nintendo said it had been
brainstorming ways to use the plant ever
since. Nintendo began life in 1889 as a
manufacturer of hanafuda cards and
launched its first home video game
machines, known as TV Game 15 and
TV Game 6, in 1977.

The Super Mario Bros. games were
launched in 1985, two years after the
company began selling its Nintendo
Entertainment System console. Super
Nintendo World, the company’s first
theme park, opened in March after
months of pandemic delays. It is part of
the Universal Studios Japan complex in
Osaka, and features a Mario Kart ride
with a real-life Bowser’s Castle. — AFP

Third giant 
panda cub born
in Malaysia
Agiant panda loaned to Malaysia from

China has given birth to a rare third
cub during its stay in the Southeast

Asian country, wildlife officials said yester-
day. The cub was born Monday at Kuala
Lumpur zoo to Liang Liang, who has been
on loan to Malaysia since 2014 along with
a male panda, Xing Xing, said the coun-
try’s wildlife department. As it can be diffi-
cult to get pandas to breed in captivity,
three cubs is a rare success. Officials have
been unable to get a close look at the new
cub, and do not yet know its sex as it is
being closely cared for by its mother.

The first cub, Nuan Nuan, was born in
August 2015 and was sent to China in
2017 as part of Beijing’s agreement with
Malaysia over cubs born in captivity. The
second, Yi Yi, was born in January 2018,
but has not yet been sent to China due to
coronavirus restrictions, wildlife officials
said. Liang Liang and Xing Xing came to
Malaysia on a 10-year loan.  Their arrival
was held up by a month after the disap-
pearance of Malaysian Airlines flight
MH370 — carrying mostly Chinese pas-
sengers-caused tensions between Kuala
Lumpur and Beijing. It’s estimated that
there are around 1,800 giant pandas left in
the wild, living mainly in bamboo forests in
the mountains of China, according to envi-
ronmental group WWF. The International
Union for Conservation of Nature classifies
giant pandas as “vulnerable”. — AFP

Suck it up: Study
probes elephants’
suction powers

Elephants are known to use versatile
trunks to grab objects big and small,
drink great draughts, and sniff out

water kilometers away. But a tusker’s pro-
boscis can also switch to vacuum mode
to eat, with suction power ranging from
faint to ferocious, researchers said yes-
terday. A team from the Georgia Institute
of Technology observed the world’s
largest land mammal suck up rutabaga,
draw chia seeds out of water, and pick up
large tortilla chips without breaking them,
the scientists reported in the Journal of
the Royal Society Interface.

Up to now, it was thought that only fish
exhibited this kind of suction prowess.
Experiments were carried out with the
help of a 34-year-old female African ele-
phant from Zoo Atlanta, including tests to
see how she would deal with rutabaga
chunks of varying size and number. They
observed that while the elephant used its
sensitive prehensile tip to grab on to big
chunks, she preferred suction to con-
sume larger quantities of smaller pieces.  

“A loud vacuuming sound accompa-
nies the suction as food is quickly drawn
onto the tip of the trunk,” a team led by
David Hu, Georgia Tech wrote.  The ele-
phant chose not to use vacuum power,

however, when offered grains of bran
measuring about 1 millimeter, “presum-
ably to avoid getting the grains lodged in
its trunk,” the study noted. “Instead, the
trunk tip squeezed the bran together to
pick them up.”

Precision and power 
The study found that elephants gener-

ate suction force not only by using their
huge lungs, but also by increasing the
diameter of their nasal passages. Using
ultrasound imaging, the scientists
watched the elephant use muscle con-
tractions to dilate its nostrils up to 30 per-
cent, increasing trunk capacity more than
60 percent.

By observing the elephant drinking
water from a container with chia seeds at
the bottom, they were able to calculate
that she sucked in the fluid at a flow rate
equivalent to 24 shower heads at once.
The elephant inhaled at speeds nearly 30
times faster than a human sneeze. The
suction ability displayed was not just pow-
erful, but precise. In one test, researchers
placed a tortilla chip on the flat surface of
a force plate, which measures movement
strength.

Weighing in at about 100 kilograms
(220 pounds), the elephant’s trunk
could smash the chip with very little
pressure. But instead of grabbing it, the
elephant applied suction near to or
directly on the chip to guide it into its
sensitive prehensile “fingers”.  Despite
the chip’s hard-to-grab thinness and
fragility, the elephant “could usually
pick it up without breaking it”. —AFP

Elephants on 
tour in China
guzzle crops and
wreak havoc

Aherd of 15 wandering elephants
on an epic trek through south-
western China have entered vil-

lages to gorge on crops, broken into
barns and caused a million dollars of
losses. Over the past week, the animals
drained a water tank, helped themselves
to a corn field, and guzzled supplies
after crashing into a barn, state broad-
caster CCTV said. It is unclear why the
wild Asian elephants, a protected
species in China, strayed from the
Xishuangbanna National Nature
Reserve in Yunnan province. Their desti-
nation so far is unknown as well.

But since April, the large animals
have embarked on a 500km journey,
closely monitored by residents and
authorities, with hundreds of people
mobilised to ensure public safety. On
Tuesday, Yunnan authorities said the
herd was in a city just 20km from its

provincial capital where millions live.
Experts believe the leader of the group
might have led it astray, adding that it is
rare for them to trek so far. Since mid-
April, the elephants have wrecked
around 56 hectares of crops, causing an
estimated 6.8 million yuan ($1.07 mil-
lion) in losses, CCTV said. No casualties
have been reported so far, with locals
attempting to guide the animals with
food and by blocking roads with trucks.

The wild elephant population in Yunnan
is around 300, up from 193 in the 1980s,
reported Xinhua. But there have been
more reports of such elephants wander-
ing into villages and harming crops in
recent years, with the plants they usually
eat gradually replaced by non-edible
varieties amid forest expansion, said
local officials.— AFP 

Over the past week, the
animals drained a water
tank, helped themselves to
a corn field, and guzzled
supplies after crashing
into a barn. —Xinhua

Lopez ‘wonders
if lightning 
can strike twice’
with Affleck

Jennifer Lopez is wondering if “light-
ning can strike” twice in her love life.
The 51-year-old singer has recently

reconnected with her ex-fiance Ben
Affleck, and Jennifer is wondering
whether they can form a lasting relation-
ship this time around. A source
explained: “She’s 51 and has always put
importance on chemistry.  “She’s won-
dering how many times lightning can
strike. She feels like he has grown since
they were together.” Despite this, the
‘Jenny from the Block’ hitmaker is deter-
mined to ensure that her kids remain her
number one priority.  Jennifer - who has
13-year-old twins Emme and Maximilian
with ex-husband Marc Anthony - won’t
allow herself to get distracted from her
parental responsibilities.

An insider told the New York Post
newspaper’s Page Six column: “She has
to ensure that she is taking her children
into account.  “They are her priority.”
Ben, 48, and Jennifer previously dated in
the early 2000s and a source has
claimed that the rumored couple weren’t
“shy about being affectionate” with each
other during a recent dinner date.  The
eyewitness shared: “Ben had his arm
around Jennifer at dinner and they
weren’t shy about being affectionate.
“He looked great and seemed very hap-
py. She also looked happy and kept lean-
ing into him. They looked very comfort-
able and relaxed together.” The high-pro-
file duo both appeared to be very happy
together during their night out.

A source added: “He mixed in well
with her friends and seemed very com-
fortable talking to them and making con-
versation. They all had a lot of laughs
and a great time.” Meanwhile, another
source recently claimed that Jennifer is
“smitten” with the Hollywood star. The
insider explained: “Ben has been making
the effort to make it work with their
schedules. He’s really making a huge
effort.  “J.Lo thinks Ben has really
stepped up and loves this version of
him.  It’s comforting to her and she is
smitten.”— Bang Showbiz


