Feelin’ Muji

By Coco Masters/Tokyo

Satoshi Yasui is the kind of designer who can be creative by improvising on any product--including socks.  Not just any socks, but comfortable ones with a 90-degree heel, knit for a perfect fit by Czech grandmothers, that he and his 15-member design team at Muji transformed into one of the Japanese retailer's roughly 7,000 products.  "They don't fall off like regular socks, which are usually manufactured with a 120-degree angle," explains Yasui, lifting one cuff of his black jeans to reveal a pair.  Yasui--who has been with Muji since the Seiyu supermarket chain created it as a private brand in 1980--says that sometimes the original, rather than the evolved product, is best.  "Many products are buried in traditions and culture, and when you rediscover them, they are universal, anonymous."  

Anonymity is an odd thing for a brand to strive for, but not if you are a "no brand" brand.  The goal of Yasui's team is to define Muji by design: to create and refine products toward ultimate simplicity and functionality.  Muji is characterized by neutral tones and a bare-bones chic infused into everything from food to beds to bicycles--even a house.  Muji (which means "no mark" in Japanese) screams minimalism to anyone who has entered one of its 433 locations in 16 countries.
Non-Procreative Sex

Many biologists argue that sexual behavior, sexual action, sexual desire, is, to some extent, a biological adaptation that exists to spread our genes.  From that perspective then, non-procreative sex – including gay sex, sex with birth control, sex by post-menopausal women – does not serve this reproductive goal and, in some sense perhaps, is unnatural.  And one might argue then, "Does this mean it's wrong?"  One prominent evolutionary scholar, Steve Pinker, says in his book How the Mind Works:
Nature does not dictate what we should accept or how we should live our lives.  Well into my procreating years, I am so far voluntarily childless, having squandered my biological resources reading and writing, doing research, helping friends and students, and jogging in circles--ignoring the solemn imperative to spread my genes.  By Darwinian standards, I am a horrible mistake, a pathetic loser, but I am happy to be that way, and if my genes don't like it they can go jump in the lake.
Pinker's point, I think, is a reasonable one.  It is true that certain things we do exist to serve the dictates of natural selection, but that doesn't make them right.  If you think that something is only right if it leads to the generation of more genes, if it leads to reproduction, then you're not going to think very much about birth control.  You're not going to think very much about any sort of non-procreative sex.  On the other hand, if you think something's wrong if it's unnatural, then you're not going to think much about flying in a plane or refrigerating food or surviving a severe infection.  Our bodies and brains may have evolved for reproductive success, but we can use these brains to choose our own destinies.  Nothing moral necessarily follows from the facts of biology.  That's all I'm going to say about morality.


The Wiener Dog

Once there was a little monkey named Kiki Marie.  After cleaning her room sixteen times, she took her allowance to the magnet store.  There were many magnets to choose from.  She picked the wiener dog, and paid one nickel.  And she loved the wiener dog magnet very much.  She took it everywhere she would go, and show it all of her favorite places.  But as she got close to the river, where real wiener dogs live, something started to happen.  Real wiener dogs were sticking to her magnet.  She tried to walk on, hoping they would just fall off or something.  But they didn’t.  Finally the dogs were so heavy she couldn’t even carry them anymore.  She wished she had picked a different magnet.  Suddenly, she heard a loud noise.  There, in the river, were two alligators trapped in the rapids!  Kiki Marie had an idea.  She gathered all her strength (mostly from eating broccoli), and hurled the wiener dogs across the river.  Due to the magnetism, they formed a magnetic wiener dog bridge.  And the alligators collapsed in safety.  The King of All Alligators presented Kiki Marie with a blue ribbon for saving the day.  And she, and all of the wiener dogs, slept very soundly that night. 
The Fall of the House of Usher

Edgar Allan Poe (1839)

DURING the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country ; and at length found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher.  I know not how it was - but, with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit.  I say insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment, with which the mind usually receives even the sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible.  I looked upon the scene before me - upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain - upon the bleak walls - upon the vacant eye-like windows - upon a few rank sedges - and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees - with an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the reveller upon opium - the bitter lapse into everyday life - the hideous dropping off of the veil.  There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart - an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime.  What was it - I paused to think - what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher ?  It was a mystery all insoluble ; nor could I grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered.  I was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth.  It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down - but with a shudder even more thrilling than before - upon the remodelled and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows.

Clouds over the Solar Power Industry
By Mark Scott and Chi-Chu Tschang, Business Week

If the recent five-year boom in solar energy marked the birth of a global industry, the next half-decade should be its coming of age. But like most adolescents, solar is experiencing growing pains. The economic crisis has weakened demand for everything from polysilicon to rooftop panels, just as manufacturers have spent billions expanding production. The overcapacity has caused prices to plummet and left the industry financially exposed. A number of companies—especially startups—may not survive a shakeout that could last 18 months or longer. 

The causes of the downturn are complex and interrelated. As the price of oil plunged from its peak last summer, solar and other forms of renewable energy became relatively less cost-competitive—dampening demand from industrial, commercial, and residential customers. At the same time, the credit squeeze has made it harder for customers, whether power companies or energy-conscious homeowners, to finance solar projects. Some also are holding back in anticipation that solar equipment prices will fall even further. 

Despite this carnage, industry observers remain bullish on solar's longer-term prospects. As the price of panels drops in the next 12 to 18 months, solar power will become more attractive compared with other forms of energy. Consolidation among companies in the industry—especially as weaker players drop out or get acquired—also should lower costs and improve profitability.
Bush and Climate Change

As it stands, Bush's new climate change policy is too little, too slow, too late.  Though Senator John McCain, who just announced a proposal to lift the U.S. gasoline tax during the summer, is in danger of losing his green credentials, real climate change action is on its way, and it's unlikely to be shaped by Bush.  It's a shame though.  Over his Administration — which has been disastrous for the environment — Bush has slowly evolved on climate change, from denier, to doubter, to where he is today, a believer in the reality of global warming, but one who just isn't ready to take strong action.  Maybe if he had a little more time — perhaps 20 or 30 years — he'd finally become convinced that this is one of the top threats facing America, and needs a similarly vigorous response.  But by then, it'd be too late for the rest of us.
China sends 3 navy ships to protect Chinese vessels and crews from pirates

China's navy will send three ships to the waters off Somalia this week to protect Chinese vessels and crews from pirate attacks, state media said.

Piracy has taken an increasingly costly toll on international shipping, especially in the Gulf of Aden, one of the world's busiest sea lanes. Spurred by widespread poverty in their homeland, the pirates have made an estimated $30 million hijacking ships for ransom this year, seizing more than 40 vessels off Somalia's 1,880-mile coastline.

Earlier this week, about 20 percent of the 1,265 Chinese ships passing through the area have come under attack so far this year.  Seven hijackings have involved Chinese ships or crews.

Experts say most of the commercial ships are not armed, meaning crews have few options when attacked.  A Chinese cargo ship's crew, aided by the international anti-piracy force, fought off an attempted hijacking this week using Molotov cocktails and water hoses.  China's plan to send warships is a cautious step toward more engagement.

Though Beijing has a huge global commercial maritime presence, the People's Liberation Army Navy has primarily focused on defending China's coast and, until now, limited operations abroad to port calls, goodwill visits and exercises with other navies.  The Chinese fleet would join ships from the U.S., Denmark, Italy, Russia and other countries in patrolling the Gulf of Aden, which leads to the Suez Canal and is the quickest route from Asia to Europe and the Americas.

Speaking in Public

When you really get good at being yourself in front of others, you can even stand up in front of a group of people without any idea how you're going to get across your two or three main points. Sometimes, I enjoy throwing myself in front of a group without knowing specifically what I'm going to say. I just focus on my three main points and remember I'm there to give people something of value. Then I give myself permission to say whatever comes to mind. In many instances, I say things I've never said before! They just come out of me spontaneously while "being with my audience." Sometimes, I'm truly amazed at some of the things I end up saying or doing.

And you know what? People in the audience often come up to me afterward and say, "you were great, I wish I had the confidence to give public talks like you." That's exactly the wrong way to think. Don't try to give talks the way I do, or the way anyone else does. Just go out there, armed with a little knowledge and a few key points, and be yourself. Everything else will usually work out. It might be a little rough the first few times you try it, but after a while, you'll settle into some very successful ways of being that will be all yours and no one else's.

Butter Holds the Secret to Cookies That Sing

By JULIA MOSKIN
 WHEN home bakers get out the mixer and the decorating sugar at this time of year, visions of perfect-edged cookies and shapely cakes dance in their heads. But too often, the reality — both for the cookie and the baker — is ragged, fallen, and fraying around the edges.

The most common mistakes made by home bakers, professionals say, have to do with the care and handling of one ingredient: butter.  Creaming butter correctly, keeping butter doughs cold, and starting with fresh, good-tasting butter are vital details that professionals take for granted, and home bakers often miss. 
Butter is basically an emulsion of water in fat, with some dairy solids that help hold them together.  For mixing and creaming, butter should be about 65 degrees: cold to the touch but warm enough to spread.  Just three degrees warmer, at 68 degrees, it begins to melt.  The best way to get frozen or refrigerated butter ready for creaming is to cut it into chunks.  (Never use a microwave: it will melt it, even though it will look solid.)  When the butter is still cold, but takes the imprint of a finger when gently pressed, it is ready to be creamed. 

HIV comics

Robert Walker is a cartoon artist. Like most superheroes, Walker's characters have special powers.  One can see in the dark, one can lift over 300 tons and another can come back from the dead.  And also like most superheroes, they suffer from misfortune. Their misfortune is that they are all HIV positive.
"The reason why I became so much of an advocate for HIV/AIDS awareness is because I experienced it as a little kid, watching family members, like some family members, die," Walker said.  So Walker used his drawing talent to create OMen.  It features nine HIV positive characters: men and women, homosexual, heterosexual and trans-sexual, representing different races and socio-economic backgrounds.  They have all contracted the disease in a different way.  Walker says he wants to fight the stigma of HIV.  "It's not a black disease, it's not a white disease, it's not a gay disease," he said.  "It's a disease of humanity that lacks awareness."
At Midtown Comics in Manhattan, Co-owner Gerry Gladston says many comics come with political, social and educational messages.  "Comics tend to reflect the times, and starting with the early superman comics, where he fought in World War Two, and a year or two after that, Captain America is seen, sort of, slugging Hitler in the face on the cover of a comic book," Gladston said. 

It was not an easy start for Walker, who came to New York City from the Southern U.S. State of Florida with $15 in his pocket and a dream of being a comic artist. He visited the comic giant Marvel every day, hoping for a break.  Finally, he got one.  "I said, the next person that gets off the elevator, I'm just going to drop my artwork in front of them," Walker said.  "So, the elevator opened and I was like, 'oops.'  And he said, 'Oh let me help you,'  And he said, 'Your stuff is nice.'  And I said, 'Thanks.'   And he said, 'Why don't you come in and let me see your stuff.'  And that's how I got in."
Walker spoke to many HIV/AIDS organizations in researching the book.  He says he wanted to make the scenarios realistic, as well as factually accurate.  

Good Death
Death is often called the last taboo. For most of us, the thought of
our own death or the death of someone we love is too painful to
think about, talk about, or plan for. 

 There are good reasons to break the taboo and not only think about
our death, but also discuss it with those closest to us, because there
are important decisions we can make in advance. For example, we may
have a clear idea about how we would like a funeral to be arranged. We
might have views about whether we would prefer to die at home or in
hospital. We would probably wish to have time to spend with family and
friends and to say what needs to be said, and to have an assurance that
our final hours will be pain-free and comfortable. We would probably
also want to leave our affairs in good order, and be confident that our
friends and family are left with good memories. We can try to talk about
death and dying with our doctors and nurses, and find out about the
different options for end-of-life treatment. 

 So, tough as it may be to face the inevitability of our own death, it can be valuable and reassuring to start thinking and talking about it.
