Short Blog Entries for Tonic.com, an E-magazine about "Doing Good and Feeling Good" that existed for about one year (2009)

Bald Is Beautiful – The Splendor of Sharon Blynn

You’d think that getting diagnosed with a rare form of ovarian cancer at the age of 21 might cause a person to dampen her aspirations, but not Sharon Blynn. She’s cashed in the C-word for a frenzy of inspiring activity by becoming a women's wholeness and cancer awareness advocate, starting her own foundation – BaldIsBeautiful.org – and she’s even transformed her exquisite hairlessness into a successful acting/modeling career. You go, bald girl!

After graduating from college, Sharon became a marketing manager at Verve Records. While visiting her family in Miami, she received the bad news, and her weeklong stay turned into a three-year at-home residency, during which she received four rounds of chemotherapy (in conjunction with a host of complimentary therapies) and several surgeries. But in January 2003 she was declared cancer free.

That’s when the real work began. Sharon immediately started speaking out – on the web and in front of groups – on issues of women’s health and cancer consciousness. Then she founded BaldIsBeautiful.org, whose mission testifies to her dynamic, fearless spirit:

I want to send a message to women that they can "flip the script" on the many traumatic aspects of the cancer experience, and embrace every part of their journey with self-love, empowerment, and a deep knowing that their beauty and femininity radiate from within and are not diminished in any way by the effects of having cancer. There is so much Strength, Dignity, and Grace in the cancer journey; so much Beauty, Joy, and Light, and I want to show that image to the world. 

It was then that Sharon moved to LA and began her acting/modeling career. She’s appeared in several indie films, as well as on Sex & The City and Third Watch. She’s also modeled for Kenneth Cole and Bristol-Myers Squibb print ads, as well as on the runway wearing Gina Velasco and Sumie Tachibana.

But her big coup has been in music videos. Not only did she appear in Dolly Parton’s “Imagine,” she actually wrote herself into Seal’s “Love’s Divine.” Hearing the song was slated to be visualized, she wrote director Sanji Senaka suggesting she act out a particular scenario during the song, and the results are truly moving. In the sequence, Sharon is looking in a mirror while putting on a wig before entering a nightclub, trying to gain some confidence. But then she pauses, puts the wig away, and walks into the club, bald and beautiful. The clip will bring tears to your eyes.

Everything Sharon does carries her trademark mix of humor, excitement and compassion. Just like the subject of the William Carlos Williams poem on the homepage of BaldIsBeautiful.org, she continues to use her art and activism to keep from fading away:

The rose fades

and is renewed again

by its seed

but where

Save in the poem

shall it go

to suffer no diminution

of its splendor

Community Intentional

When the going gets tough, the tough get together. That seems to be the mantra behind a rising trend in intentional communities ... cooperative housing situations where groups of people band together to create a group domestic scenario that allows them each to save some money and live a more realized, conscious lifestyle.

A great directory for this new movement has popped up here. No matter where you live, ICs are popping up, and you can find many of them through this site.

One IC, called Brooklyn Cohousing, is "a green, sustainable community forming in Brooklyn, NY." The folks behind Brooklyn Cohousing will be renovating and retrofitting an old factory building which features high ceilings and original wood beams and columns throughout. The design orients the building around an interior courtyard and set of cascading terraces leading to a roof deck with Manhattan skyline views.

Those joining are very explicit about what community means to them. They describe themselves as a "group of people who want the option for greater community life where we live. We are creating a more cooperative co-op apartment building; we include families with children, single people, couples and retirees. We expect to share resources and interested (for example share child care, offer some weekly common means (optional), share tools, skills and interests, etc.) while each owning our own fully equipped private apartments."

If done right, cohousing can be a nice blend of public and private, with community that enriches one's life and dwellings that are full of character, energy efficient, well constructed, and designed through participation. So if you're looking for a little more intention and community in your life, try joining up with those who feel the same, and you might not only find a great way to save money, but you'll make some close friends in the meantime.

Sweets by the Sea

Looking to wow that special someone with a little known romantic spot full of delectable desserts? Then take a jaunt to Steve’s Authentic Key Lime Pies in Redhook. The waterfront ambience, industrial chic, and peaceful setting…not to mention the best lime pies you’ve ever nibbled…will win over any heart (or belly).

Founded and still operated by Brooklyn pieman, Steve Tarpin, this quaint bakery sits in a 7,000 sq ft warehouse right off the harbor, so you can smell the sea, hear the ships, and savor the shaded garden full of wooden tables and chairs, each one unique and colorful. Steve’s been making his citrus confections from all natural ingredients since his days in the Florida Keys over 30 years ago, so practice has made perfect - from the premium Graham crumb formula crust cobbled together with 100% real butter to the sweet rich filling made with fresh squeezed limes and sugared egg yolks. Pure delish.

You can get Steve’s authentic pastries in a mix of sizes, including the 3” teaser, the 8” retailer, and the classic 12”. And then there’s the “swingle.” No, that’s not a Kama Sutra position. It’s a frozen key lime pie on a stick dipped in creamy Belgian chocolate. OMG. And after taking a stroll among the surrounding seafaring sites licking his or her way to the yummy center, your guest might be ready for some swingling of a more intimate sort.

Sure…it’s a schlep to get to Redhook, but adversity breeds opportunity. How often do you take a date by bus or bike? The adventure is the seduction. But if you’re just more upscale than all that, Steve’s pies are available by delivery, in grocery stores (such as Redhook neighbor, Fairway) and at classy NY eateries, like Peter Lugers and St. Regis, where they decorate the tarts with a dollop of cream, a drizzle of raspberry puree, a whole blackberry and sprig of mint. What more do you need?

So hotspot your way over to Steve’s maritime oasis of limey goodness and start sharing a spoonful of his premium pies. It’s an in-town trip to an exotic, tastier world that’s sure to impress and entice.

The Performance Club – Avant Socializing

If you’ve tried the book club, the film club and the museum club and feel ready for something a bit wilder, it’s time you checked out the newly formed Performance Club. You’ll see some of the best avant-garde performance art in the city, followed by a group chat with some sexy smart types over drinks and chow. It’s the best way to get your art and eat it too.

The Performance Club was founded by NY Times theater/dance critic, Claudia La Rocco. Hired by WNYC to create dialogue and community centered on the Big Apple’s performance art scene, Claudia created a blog, started posting future events, and organizing group tickets. She now claims over 250 members (not all of them go to every piece) who attend 3 – 4 shows each month, hang out and get heady afterwards, and share their thoughts online at http://blogs.wnyc.org/culture/category/performance.

Recent cultural intake has included Rambo Solo at Soho Rep by the influential downtown company, Nature Theater of Oklahoma; an impromptu dance party at the New Museum to celebrate the passing of the King of Pop; and a rock musical version of Beowulf by those crazy playmakers, Banana, Bag and Bodice. You never know what Claudia’s going to book up, but you can rest assured it will challenge and intrigue you. And you can always count on a roaring, intellectual, often tipsy after-show confab.

Face it – you just don’t see enough performance art. But don’t be scared. Most of it is really good, and if it’s not, you’ll have a blast bashing it over beers. And when all is said and done, how cool will you feel having attended an all-nude outdoor dada opera with some of Gotham’s shrewdest purveyors of performance insanity? Way cool, that’s how.

Kombucha – To Tea or Not To Tea

You’ve no doubt caught a glimpse…or a glass…of the Kombucha craze. It’s that fizzy, fermented iced tea that so many claim is the source of all health and happiness. So, is it really all it’s sipped up to be?

Kombucha has its roots in Russia and Asia, where it’s been brewed for nearly two centuries under various names, all basically meaning “mushroom tea.” It contains live cultures, like yogurt, along with a diverse cocktail of acids and enzymes. The Chinese used to claim it had magical powers enabling people to live forever. And now that American companies have started hocking it to health-obsessed consumers, other assertions, often barely less eccentric, are causing the bottles to fly off the shelves.

Modern health claims for Kombucha center on the drink’s glucuronic (or glucaric, depending on the scientist) acid, a compound that helps detoxify the liver. Glucaric acid is commonly found in fruits and vegetables, and is often touted as a cancer preventive agent. Other less research-minded totallers just say it makes them feel awesome, mostly due to the brew’s acidity helping produce stomach acids that allow for smooth digestion. And who doesn’t love that?

But there are some nay-sayers as well. In some trials, it’s been shown to increase the size of the liver and spleen in mice. A few reports of research done on humans have suspected liver damage, metabolic acidosis, cutaneous anthrax infections and life-threatening toxicity (yikes!) And as with all brewed drinks, contamination can seep in, and a bad batch can make you pretty sick.

So, to tea or not to tea? Fact is, millions of people drink Kombucha every day and swear by it. If you go with a reputable brewer’s brand…one you see in numerous stores…you’re most likely safe from contamination. The reports on toxicity are not randomized case-controlled studies, so they should be taken with the same bucket of salt as reports on cell phones and brain cancer. And as for the enlarged mouse livers, you can let that scare you if you want.

It’s probably best to try it for yourself. Drink it, and see how you feel. If all of a sudden you’re skipping through your day, high on stomach acids, then maybe it’s worth downing a few. Who knows? Maybe you’ll live forever.

Carve Paddles, Track Scat - August Workshops at Algonquin Park

You never know when you’ll find yourself in need of some wilderness skills, so why not get ahead of the game and learn them now? And while you’re at it, you can take in the sites in one of North America’s most picturesque spots – Algonquin Provincial Park in Ontario, Canada. 

Much less visited than its nearby American cousin – The Adirondacks – Algonquin is the largest park in eastern Canada and boasts more inaccessible tracts of nature than you could dip your toes into over an entire summer. While most of the land around it has been leveled into agriculture or peaceful Canadian communities, Algonquin remains just as it was when the French trappers started tromping through in search of pelts. Alouette!

While there’s hiking in Algonquin, as well as some great group campgrounds (of which Achray is by far the finest), this is primarily canoe country, where weeks could be spent paddling idyllic lakes, portaging through rolling hills, and camping out under the stars. Loons and beaver and wolf cries included.

And if getting educated in the woods is your thing, hit the park in August, when the Algonquin Park Coalition offers a number of workshops to help you hone your outdoor panache. You can learn to carve your own canoe paddle out of a felled branch, track moose and bear and wolf simply by the looks of their scat, or whip up a gourmet meal over the fire. Once you score that vital knowledge, convincing your friends to go wild with you will be a breeze.

Check out Algonquin Provincial Park this summer. It’s only 200 miles from Montreal and 100 miles from Ontario. And it’s about as beautiful and remote as it gets.

Hubby Hubby Ice Cream

Sometimes a hot button issue requires a cold, creamy response, and that's what that dynamic duo of delicious dollops, native Vermonters Ben and Jerry, have done with their new HubbyHubby Ice Cream - a delectable icy melange they've whipped up to show their support for marriage equality.

As they say, "Ben & Jerry’s has a long history of commitment to social justice, including gay rights. Its partnership with Freedom To Marry, a national leader in the movement for marriage equality, aims to raise awareness of the importance of marriage equality and to encourage other states to follow the blazing trails of Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa, and Maine. Freedom to Marry promotes the national conversation about why marriage equality matters and brings together partner organizations into a larger whole – a shared civil rights campaign."

Of course, you might have already nibbled on HubbyHubby without knowing it, because the new product is actually just a name change. It was ChubbyHubby, now it's HubbyHubby -- the same yummy blend of Peanut Butter Cookie Dough ice cream, fudge and pretzels, but with a new political purpose. And all September, B&J Scoop Shops will be supporting Gay Pride by offering a HubbyHubby Sundae. HubbaHubba!

So grab whatever kind of partner you have these days and go enjoy this newly christened "goody with a  cause" guilt-free ... not only will you be supporting equality, you'll be getting your sweets on!

Photo via BenJerry.com.

Seniors Salute the Setting Sun

Yoga may be all the rage among the young and blossoming, but seniors are doing plenty of down-dogs and tree poses these days as well. With proven physical and mental health benefits, the over-the-hillers are finding that the gentle exertion and spiritual elements of yoga can bring a pleasant patina of relaxation and bodily peace to the day. And when other forms of high-impact exercise prove untenable, yoga's soft, flowing movements offer a valuable, enjoyable alternative.

One senior in Prescott, AZ, Barbara Poe, got so hooked on yoga she decided to pursue becoming an instructor, and at the vibrant age of 69 finished her Ashtanga training and began leading young and old alike in the recurring poses and calming chants of the ancient Indian tradition.

Says Barb: "I've always loved to exercise, but running and weights just weren't working for me. I was always sore, and felt bound up. In my retirement, I also started looking for something more spiritual. Yoga was the perfect thing. It's changed my worldview, my diet, my health. I can't recommend it highly enough."

And Barb's not alone. Places like Yoga Journey Productions and Ageless Yoga, as well as many others, offer special senior Yoga sessions and instructors, as well as DVDs to a growing silver set of yogi aspirants. And besides being good for you, going to yoga with those in your age group is a great way to feel comfortable doing something you might not be as proficient at as some chipper upstart.

So, if you're a senior, trade that "You go, girl!" for "Yo ga, granny!"

Photo via Ageless Yoga.

So Corny – How To Cook the Tastiest Sweet Cob

Sweet Corn should be appearing in produce sections and farmers' markets for a few more weeks, so it's time to answer the ultimate existential question -- how best to cook the yummy yellow ears so they pop on your teeth and melt in your mouth?

For starters, if you're one of those well-meaning automatons who shuck and dunk and then boil the kernely cobs to mush, it's time to reboot, because there are two methods that will yield far superior results. Which one's best is a matter of taste, but both will get you humming ecstatically in a maize-chomping frenzy.

If you've got an open flame handy (a barbecue pit, chimnea, campfire), then you're best to just chuck the unpeeled puppies right into the blaze. You'll be amazed at how long corn can last when being scorched by a heavy heat. The moisture and thick-layered husk will prevent the kernels from burning for a good long time - 15 minutes will give you a steamy hot stalk with just a hint of tasty char on the tips.

If fire isn't around, here's what you do: boil some water (with no added salt ... it dries things out), turn off the burner, then drop the peeled cobs into the pot and cover. Let them poach for 10 minutes, remove, and dry in a towel. This cooks the corn but leaves the kernels crispy and sweet.

All that's left is a little corn porn eating ... munch, munch, munch!

Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.

Sweets by the Sea

Looking to wow that special someone with a little known romantic spot full of delectable desserts? Then take a jaunt to Steve’s Authentic Key Lime Pies in Redhook, Brooklyn. The waterfront ambience, industrial chic, and peaceful setting ... not to mention the best lime pies you’ve ever nibbled ... will win over any heart (or belly).

Founded and still operated by Brooklyn pieman, Steve Tarpin, this quaint bakery sits in a 7,000 sq ft warehouse right off the harbor, so you can smell the sea, hear the ships, and savor the shaded garden full of wooden tables and chairs. You can get Steve’s authentic pastries in a mix of sizes, including the 3” teaser, the 8” retailer, and the classic 12”. And then there’s the "swingle." No, that’s not a Kama Sutra position. It’s a frozen key lime pie on a stick dipped in creamy Belgian chocolate. OMG. And after taking a stroll among the surrounding seafaring sites licking his or her way to the yummy center, your guest might be ready for some swingling of a more intimate sort.

Sure ... it’s a schlep to get to Redhook, but adversity breeds opportunity. How often do you take a date by bus or bike? The adventure is the seduction. But if you’re just more upscale than all that, Steve’s pies are available by delivery, in grocery stores and at classy NY eateries, like Peter Luger's and St. Regis.

So hopstop your way over to Steve's haven of limey goodness -- it's an in-town trip to an exotic, tastier world that's sure to impress and entice.

Photo courtesy of Marc Averette via Wickimedia Commons.

Show Your Skull at Skull A Day

So you've got a skull, right? You probably noticed it last time you banged heads with your mom. Well, now's your chance to show the world what your special brain-case looks like via the wild imaginings of the organ it so securely cuddles.

Check out Skull-A-Day, and you'll get the picture. Or should I say X-Ray. Started three years ago by Richmond, VA-based graphic designer, Noah Scalin of ALRDesign, Skull-A-Day is a site full of artistic renderings of ... you guessed it ... skulls.

As Noah says, "I started by making an orange paper skull on June 4th, 2007 and posting it online saying, 'I'm making a skull a day for a year.' I made my 365th skull on June 2nd, 2008 (and even posted a bonus skull the day after since it was a leap year!)." Once Noah finished his ultimate cranial objet d'art, he started taking submissions from readers, and the site now features a huge bevy of fantastical head-bones from around the world.

Your skull can be made out of anything. Some crazy renderings include a Tic Tac Skull, a Bubble Wrap Skull, and one of our favorites, an Avocado Skull. And besides 1000's of skulls, there's a Skull Book, a Skull Pendant, and Skull Notebooks.

So go to Skull-A-Day and show the world what's on, or around, your mind!

Kombucha

You’ve no doubt caught a glimpse ... or a glass ... of the Kombucha craze. It’s that fizzy, fermented iced tea that so many claim is the source of all health and happiness. So, is it really all it’s sipped up to be?

Kombucha has its roots in Russia and Asia, where it’s been brewed for nearly two centuries under various names, all basically meaning “mushroom tea.” It contains live cultures, like yogurt, along with a diverse cocktail of acids and enzymes. The Chinese used to claim it had magical powers enabling people to live forever.

Modern health claims for Kombucha center on the drink’s glucuronic (or glucaric, depending on the scientist) acid, a compound that helps detoxify the liver and prevent cancer. Other less research-minded totallers just say it makes them feel awesome and encourages smooth digestion. And who doesn’t love that?

But there are some nay-sayers as well. A few reports of research done on humans have suspected liver damage, metabolic acidosis, cutaneous anthrax infections and life-threatening toxicity (yikes!). And as with all brewed drinks, contamination can seep in, and a bad batch can make you pretty sick.

So, to tea or not to tea? Fact is, millions of people drink Kombucha every day and swear by it, so it's probably best to try some store-bought brew yourself (perhaps after consulting your doctor). If you're suddenly skipping through your day, high on stomach acids, maybe it's worth downing a few. Who knows? Maybe you'll live forever.

Photo Courtesy of Wickimedia Commons.

Howlapalooza

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness ...

So begins the most celebrated poem of the hippie generation, "Howl!," by Allen Ginsberg. After its first reading at the Six Gallery in San Francisco in 1955, it was the subject of a First Amendment obscenity battle, which its publisher, Lawrence Ferlinghetti of City Lights Books, inevitably won. Then, throughout the next four decades, Ginsberg would read it to rapt audiences around the world, bellering his barbaric yawp in celebration of social freedom and spiritual extravagance.

Now Howl-heads have an opportunity to gather and share the joy, history, and sound of the poem, as Howl! Festival 2009 kicks off in Tompkins Square Park in NYC on September 4, 2009, and runs for three days, just a few yards from Ginsberg's final dwelling place in the East Village. Billed as "Three Days, Two Stages ... Art Around the Park, Lowlife! HipHop Howl! Howl Kidz! Poetry! Music! Dance! Free Fun For All!", the festival proudly embraces and expresses the spirit of that original yelping Ginsbergian melange of party and poetry.

Other venues around NYC will be sharing their Howl!-a-mania - St. Marks Church on the Bowery, The Millennium Film Workshop, The New Museum, The Bowery Poetry Club, and others - all giving Howl! enthusiasts a chance to share and shout about their beloved revolutionary classic.

So go give a howl for Howl! After all, you can't be the best mind of your generation without a little madness.

Midblink

You know those photos where your eyelids are languidly hanging somewhere between open and shut, giving you that Either-I'm-A-Dope-Fiend-Or-A-Special-Kid look? We all have them, but only briefly, because we all feverishly dump them from any media source, lest we be discovered for the groggy doofs we are.

Well, stop deleting, cuz now there's a place for even your most unbecoming moments. It's called Midblink, and it features the least/most marketing-savvy motto on the web: "Approximately Every 3 Seconds, We're All Ugly."

The brainstorm of Jonathan Bloom, whose Epileprechaun Podcast is a cult comic classic, Midblink proudly declares, "Whether you’re Nicole Kidman or that guy on your corner who wears a Hefty Bag and yells at everybody, you do not look good with your eyelids on the move. Indeed, the blink is the great leveler. Feel free to post your midblink photos. And remember, everyone is beautiful … until they blink."

Think of Midblink as the new eco-friendly social networking movement. Stop throwing all those horrid droopy dog pics of yourself into the digital landfill, and recycle them into web stardom ... all in the blink of an eye!

Running Helps Your Knees

I run about 25 miles a week, 4 - 5 miles a pop. I've done this, off and on, for about 20 years. And when I tell folks this, at first they're impressed, then they're concerned: "But what about your knees?" I can see them conjuring images of my old frame hobbling around on battered, arthritic leg joints, crippled by my drive to stay fit.

Finally, I have the defense I need to stop them at impressed, because just in the last couple years there've been several conclusive studies showing that running actually helps your knees. That's right. Runners driving their knees into a cranky clatter is a myth.

The most recent pivotal study came out of Stanford in 2008. It followed middle-aged, longtime distance runners (not necessarily marathoners) for nearly 20 years, beginning in 1984. When the study started, 6.7 percent of the runners had bad arthritic knees, while none of an age-matched control group did. Skip forward 20 years, and the runners’ knees were healthier; only 20 percent showed arthritic changes, versus 32 percent of the control group’s knees. Even better -- barely 2 percent of the runners’ knees were severely arthritic, while almost 10 percent of the control group’s were.

What gives? Fact is, OA (osteoarthritis) is the primary cause of knee problems and occurs when cartilage, the spongy tissue that cushions our joints, breaks down and deteriorates, making weight-bearing activities painful. And running ... unlike being heavy and sedentary ... prevents OA.

Of course, you need to run responsibly -- wear supportive shoes and replace them when worn out, fix any knee problems properly, incorporate cross-training and rest days -- but if you can manage that, your knees will thank you in the end.

Photo via Wickimedia Commons.

Booze Art

Talk about beer goggles ...

That icy spirit in your hand might be tasty, and it might give you the guts to dance naked on the table in front of your boss, but have you ever wondered what it looks like up close? I mean, up really close? If not, what exactly are you doing drinking a substance about whose elemental composition you have barely a medieval inkling?

Now's your chance to see what you're shooting into your super-ego and to hang some seriously gorgeous art in the meantime. Meet BevShots, a new Florida-based company that's marketing lush, colorful microscopic images of your favorite adult beverages -- everything from stout and chablis to tequila and gin.

BevShots is the fortuitous off-shoot of Florida State University researcher, Michael Davidson. In 1992 -- after collecting infinitesimal images of DNA, biochemicals, and vitamins - he decided to start snapping pics of liquor, and was awe-struck by their tiny beauties. Then, in a stroke of marketing genius, he decided to plaster the captures on neckties, and since 1995 his Molecular Expressions Limited has sold over a million saucy man scarves.

Enter scientist turned businessman, Lester Hutt, who got the idea of selling Davidson's intoxicating imagery as wall art, and you've got BevShots -- Art. Distilled. The spirit shots below speak for themselves -- captivating abstract expressionist prints of bubbly minutiae (like the American Lager above) that would make a drunk Picasso proud. Your friends will get sloshed just ogling them.

And if they're too tanked to come over, you can download some bev shots to your iPhone. Imagine showing that hottie at the bar a nano-pic of the dry martini you just bought her. Instant molecular bonding.

Enhancement

Imagine popping a pill and you suddenly find your monogamy completely enthralling. Or you learn French in a year, while Spanish took you eight. Or you stop waking up at night with scary dreams of that car wreck in third grade. Or you find yourself surrounded by altruistic neighbors. Or your Alzhemic grandmother suddenly recognizes you. Imagine.

It's all on the table in the coming "Age of Enhancement," wonderfully profiled by David Edmonds in a new article in Prospect Magazine. Basically, as Edmonds points out, just as we have enhanced our mood stability with drugs like Prozac, our bacterial resistance with antibiotics, our muscle building with steroids, our erectile ability with Viagra, or, for that matter, our concentration and gregariousness with caffeine and alcohol, we now stand at the cusp of an age when we can positively affect aspects of our personality like long-term mate interest, memorization skills, post-traumatic stress, dementia, and the penchant to pilfer. All through drugs.

Of course, there are detractors. Don't mess with nature ... respect the dignity of innate gifts ... be wary of side effects ... the Have's and the Have-Not's ... if God had meant for you to ...  etc. But as with most scientific advancements that bring wide-spread happiness and healing, the ethical markets are bullish on a positive reception. People want to be better, and they will do almost anything to be it.

As a friend of mine says, "nostalgia is a sucker's game." And if I'd had memory pills growing up, I could tell you how to say that in French. Voila!

Photo courtesy of Vladimir Strajnic.

The Great Web Shiva

The Supreme Hindu God, Shiva, is often spoken of as an amalgam of opposing forces, central to which are creation and destruction. By destroying, he brings transformation, and thus the cycle of change rolls on.

An article in The Telegraph this week highlights 50 ways in which the Internet is the 21st century Shiva. By replacing old ways, new ways are arising, and the children of Shiva are incessantly altered by their own alterations.

A look at this nearly exhaustive list includes some brilliant, and often hilarious, observations:

- The Art of Polite Disagreement: Youtube and blogging have polarized political discussion beyond the thrill of reconciliation.

- Punctuality: Why be on time if you can iPhone in and say you'll be late?

- Adolescent Nerves At First Porn Purchase: If you're over 30, chances are you remember your first adult content shopping spree, rife with sweat and racing heart. Kids these days, privately ensconced in their rooms and desensitized by the abundance of such content on the web, are freed of such humiliation.

- The Dignity of Nigerian Entrepreneurs and Princesses: Will you ever again trust someone from the most populous country in Africa?

- Sharing Media Together: Gone are the days when friends and families sat around watching the same shows or listening to the same music. Now, everyone exists in their own wifi performance pod.

- Enforceable Copyright: Face it. You own nothing. Even if you're BMI. Which means you own everything.

- Dogging: The British word for engaging in sex in a semi-public place, or watching others do so. Enough said.

- Knowing Things: Memorization is for fools. Just look it up and keep your head clear for ... for ... what?

- Undiscovered Artists: No one's heard your music or read your novel? Get an outlet, dude.

- Lunchbreaks: The keyboard is the new bib.

The wheel of creation and destruction never stops in its daily electronic collective re-enactment of the excavation at Mohenjo-Daro. What? Google it.

Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.

ShineALight

Have a favorite small olive oil producer or online natural beauty products store that tickles your shopping bone? Go to ShineALight and give them a shout out, and you could win 3 G's.

The contest bills itself as a chance to nominate an inspiring small enterprise:

"Everyday small businesses are leading our country and their local communities to a new and better way of working and thinking. Through good times and bad, their resilience and entrepreneurial spirit can serve as an inspiration to us all. That's why American Express, in partnership with NBC Universal, is inviting you to 'shine a light' on a small business that you find inspiring. Has this business adopted an innovative approach to surviving tough times? Does it believe in a customer-first mentality? Does it give back to the community? We want to hear the story -- in your words."

From all the submissions, three finalists will be selected by judges and one winner will be selected from the three finalists through user voting.

Tell the world about your favorite little guy or girl. Then you can say you were there when they got their start.

Photo courtesy of She Essential Beauty

The Buddha Prince

On Labor Day in Central Park, NYC, I saw an enchanting, deeply moving production of a play about the life of the Dalai Lama, entitled The Buddha Prince. This show is currently on tour and will be appearing in Minneapolis, MN, in mid-September. Further dates and locations look to be added. For a beautiful and emotional outdoor theatrical experience, you can't beat it. I was as captivated as my 9 year old.

According to director, Markell Kiefer, The Buddha Prince is a play celebrating the extraordinary life and teachings of His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama, created for a diverse audience, of all ages. It shares the story of his early life in a free Tibet and his subsequent escape into India. Narrated with excerpts from the Dalai Lama's own teachings and autobiographies, it offers a very personal point of view into his coming of age, the difficulties he experienced, the precious lessons, and the tremendous sadness he absorbed for his people.

The production was created to be performed outdoors as a walking play, taking the audience on a journey through the natural environment with the scenes unfolding around them. Drawing from both eastern and western artistic traditions, a diverse cast of physical actors, dancers and musicians tells the story with song, dance, mask, puppetry, clown, traditional Tibetan and home-spun musical instruments.

Admittedly, I was one of four people in the world relatively unfamiliar with the details of the Dalai Lama's life, but now that I know them, and was so profoundly touched by them, I say with my many politically active friends, Free Tibet!

Photo via BuddhaPrince.org.

School Inclusion

I dropped my 9 year old off at school this morning for her first day of 4th grade, only to discover she has two teachers, not just one, for a class of 24. Now, anyone might be happy at such improved teacher-student ratio news. However, it's complicated.

The extra teacher was added because my daughter has been placed in an "inclusion" class, which means there is a large number of kids who are in need of additional help; i.e., behind where they should be for their grade level.

For the record, my 9 year old tested into the Gifted and Talented Program, but due to space, wasn't able to attend a G&T school; she is ahead of her grade level in all subjects; there are several other kids in her class who are at her level; and she goes to a very good public school.

Inclusion is the belief that everyone benefits by classrooms that have diverse levels of learning abilities. Those near the bottom benefit from being around those near the top, and those near the top benefit from ... well, that's the question.

There's a huge debate in the US and UK over inclusion. It's an emotional issue. But one thing's clear: inclusion works if administrators, teachers and parents help it work. In my case, all three have, or are ready, to do so. The fact that there's an extra teacher in the class is great. The administration did a good job there. Both teachers are experienced and positive, so I'm confident they'll handle the different ability levels, serving each adequately, in a beneficial way. And for me, I plan on working with my daughter's teacher to make sure both ... teacher and daughter ... are getting what they need from each other to keep the school year progressive, enriching, and positive. Also, I plan on working closely with my daughter at home to help her be challenged by extra-curricular studies, activities and more detailed discussions of homework than she might get in class.

Inclusion is here to stay, at least for the time being. Studies have shown it helps more than it hurts. And it's up to all involved to make it work for everyone, and I'm confident that if they do, it's better than the alternative.

That said, I'd love your comments, for or against.

Photo via Flickr.

Prison Pen Pals

A friend the other night casually dropped the fact that he'd recently taken up being a pen-pal with a prisoner in Texas -- a man serving life in prison for having consensual sex with a 16 year old male.

To be honest, I had no idea one could become a pen pal with a prisoner. It struck me as a distinctly charitable act, regardless of the perpetrator's crime. A way to reach out to someone who, even if deeply flawed, is a human being with human needs. Someone for whom your words and concerns could mean, quite literally, the world.

It turns out there are quite a few programs where people can start pen-paling with prisoners. One of the biggest is WriteAPrisoner.com. As their website states, WriteAPrisoner.com is an organization whose primary goal is to help inmates receive letters from pen pals. They have thousands of inmates receiving and requesting letters from those outside. For every prisoner they post a personal profile, photos and contact information. You can then select which one you'd like to correspond with. There are all kinds of prisoners on the site: inmates on death row, in maximum-security prisons, county jails, international prisons and more.

In one of the letters to my friend, his pen pal wrote how trying it was to be sentenced to life without parole, especially as murderers walked free. I can only imagine how my friend sought to console him over that fact. Providing comfort to others can be challenging; WriteAPrisoner offers us a chance to be generous in a truly unique way.

Photo via Wikipedia.

Happy 9-11 Birthday

Eight years ago today I had big plans. My good friend, theater producer and political consultant, Chad Gracia, who lived in Soho at the time, was going to host one of his classic birthday parties. Nearly 100 people would gather in his large, bi-level loft ... aptly termed the Soho Salon where he had hosted evenings with the likes of Shimon Peres, Eve Ensler, and psychologist Sheldon Solomon ... for a huge celebration rife with heady chat, pricey wines and artisan cheeses.

Of course, his birthday being September 11, the party never happened. Instead, I watched the towers fall from his roof, and what was to be a wild blow-out turned into a center of grief, fear, and consolation. But tonight he's hosting his first birthday party in eight years. It took him that long to be in the mood, and feel it was proper.

I remember thinking in the days after 9/11 that carefree joy would never return, but, of course, it does. Yet it's different. I know that the zealous conversations at the party tonight will be laced with recollections of that day eight years ago, but it will be the intense remembrances of those fascinated and moved to have seen and survived, and not the sobbing gloom it was seven or six years ago.

There's a certain guilt to getting over things. In a sense, the tragedy of life is that we get used to it. But to endlessly despair, and drown in the horrors of the past, is perhaps a greater tragedy. And that's why I'm going to Chad's party. I believe that even those who died on this day eight years ago would want him to have a happy birthday.

Photo via Flickr.

Chuck Taylors

In the mid-80's, when my crew and I were inventing grunge (and by "inventing" I mean "listening to"), there was only one shoe with cred. Chuck Taylor All Stars.

Zoom forward 25 years, and I'm out start-of-school shopping with my 5 and 9 year old girls. And what do they both want for their feet? Chuck Taylor All Stars.

Zoom forward two days, and what's my 69 year old mother wearing when I meet her for a walk in the park? You got it.

Whether you call them Chucks, Cons, All Stars, Converse, or Converse All Stars, the classic canvas and rubber shoes created by Converse in 1917 (and sold to Nike in 2003) in an attempt to take over the basketball market are now one of the most popular shoes in history, if not THE most popular. Nearly a billion have been sold, mostly because they are well made, inexpensive, uniquely attractive, good for the animal-rights crowd (no leather!), and, in a fashion coup, coveted by both sexes of all ages. Only Levi's have really achieved that kind of universal appeal.

And now, as if the original weren't fly enough, you can actually veer away from that classic look ... which comes in a vast panoply of colors and styles already ... and make your own Chucks from scratch. Pick the shoe, the style, the material, the color (with multiple color options on each shoe), and bang! You're sportin' your own unique version of pure American rebel history.

Generations of hoopsters, greasers, punks, rockabillies, grannies and little school girls can't be wrong. You wanna be in the group? Don your Chucks.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

CraigsList Most Bizarre Ads

We all know that Craigslist is a wilderness of weirdness, a free-for-all cyber mall where (almost) anything is put up for tender. And while the site has agreed to drop its erotic services section due to various past complications (conscious understatement), the no-holds-barred ethos still predominates. Now, thanks to the Telegraph, some of the craziest postings ever have been compiled into a list. Here's a few doozies:

OJ Delivery - One ad offered $2 to anyone who will deliver a glass of orange juice, with receipt. The poster claimed to be too lazy to get up. And don't tell me you've never been there.

No Acting Required - Another post was looking for an adult drunk clown ... which seems to basically be a drunk adult who's a clown (the redundancy of which was ostensibly lost on the requester) ... for his 30th birthday party. No special clowning actions required. Just being drunk, and a clown. Which in this case seems to mean impersonating the birthday boy.

Now For the Noodles Competition - A post was placed for a model who would wear a bathing suit and sit in a bathtub of noodles for $1. And get this. Whoever placed the post wouldn't even be home. The key would be left for her. And a special order was given not to bring any sauce. Talk about feeling like a meatball.

You Pulled My Purse Strings - After snatching a woman's purse, this daring young romantic posted a full "Where Are You?" ad saying that he'd stolen many purses before, but never had any of his victims struck him so deeply in the heart. So he asked her out for a drink. By her name, which he got from her license. Hopefully, he's buying.

Looking over the other items on this list of wacko needs, you can't help but feel a little in love with humanity. If the web has done anything, it's turned each of us into that off-the-wall, annoying cousin you never get tired of hearing from.

Photos via Flickr.

Embracing Your Outer Squash

I have a half-baked confession. Squash has always frightened me. Not eating it. I always love that. But cooking it. Something about those large, hard, warted, motley husks with indeterminable squishiness inside makes me feel like nature's forcing me to cook a bowling ball full of brains, and get it just right.

Yet, regardless of my trepidation, squash season always comes. As fall settles in, massive bulbous misshapen spheroids start appearing in the markets, and I again whisper quietly to myself - what exactly am I supposed to do with THAT?

But this year is different, for I have been squashed by the light. And it's beaming upon me from SquashRecipes.net. As this attractive site points out, there are many kinds of squash. Or squashae. The squash family (in which I think I grew up) includes spaghetti, butternut, acorn, patty-pan, and Hubbard, as well as various zucchinis. It can be used in appetizers, soups, salads, main dishes, desserts, and baking, and it works well in curries, souffles, pasta, rice, and couscous dishes. Squash can be sauteed, oven roasted, grilled, and served on its own, but it's tastiest when incorporated with herbs, spices, and select complimentary ingredients.

There's a squashing load of great recipes at SquashRecipes.net, so before you go to the store this fall, I suggest checking them out. And hopefully, by then they will have posted a response to my request for a tasty way to serve a bowling ball full of brains.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Cover Yourself in Holzerisms

For over 30 years, artist Jenny Holzer has been catching the public eye with her words and ideas in public spaces. While her media have included bronze plaques, painted signs, stone benches and footstools, stickers, T-shirts, condoms, paintings, photographs, sound, video, light projection and the Internet, she is still probably most famous for her work, Truisms (1977), in which she compiled a series of statements and aphorisms and revealed them in a variety of locations: street posters, telephone booths, t-shirts, and on one of Times Square's gigantic LED billboards. Most of Holzer's phrases center on issues of womanhood, war, and consumer culture.

And now you can get some of Holzer's activist truisms tattooed onto your skin, thanks to a new offering by the Whitney Museum. Some phrases you can use to render yourself an opinionated installation include:

The Future Is Stupid

Men Don't Protect You Anymore

Turn Soft And Lovely Anytime You Have The Chance

Protect Me From What I Want

You Are Trapped On Earth So You Will Explode

But don't worry. In case you begin to gain a newer truth, the tats are only temporary. Which itself sounds a bit like a Holzerism.

Photo via Whitney Museum.

Sing It Now – We’re # 37

As the Great Health Care Debate rolls on, with the left calling the right careless Capitalists and the right countering with thieving Socialists, it's nice to have a little humor injected into the situation, and in the case of the video below, humor based on the facts. What facts?

The World Health Organization conducted a WHO World Health Report in 2000, ranking the world's health care systems based on a wide variety of factors. Indeed, so various were the factors, and so complex the task of ranking based on them, WHO no longer does such a report. But they did then, and the fact that America was placed at the abyssmal # 37 spot (between Costa Rica and Slovenia) has been fodder on both sides - the left saying it proves something is wrong with the US and the right saying it proves something is wrong with the UN (WHO is the directing and coordinating authority for health within the United Nations system).

No matter what side you take, you can hopefully find some humor in this Paul Hipp video, which seems to take a Bruce Springstein-style flag waving approach (who, it should be said, has taken to flag waving for the left) and turn it on its head in an attempt to shake some Americans from their belief that their indisputably great country is indisputably the greatest at all things.

As they say, admittance is the first step toward solving the problem, and Paul Hipp is here to help us take that step. Enjoy!

Really Unusual Trees – Lessons in Fortitude

If you're like me, you love trees. In fact, you love trees so much, you're not just a tree hugger, you're a tree *NSFW*. But what is it we love about trees so much? Sure, they're beautiful, stately, elegant, powerful, fun to climb, full of yummy fruits, deliciously pungent, life giving, shade providing ... sure, all those great lovable things.

But there's something else about trees that's so great, and it's their fortitude. Hack at them, and they grow back. Scratch your sweetheart's name into them, and they gladly embrace the billboard lifestyle. Pound 700 nails into their limbs to hold up your huge monstrosity of a tree fort, and they silently bear your aerial domesticity on stalwart shoulders. And now, as shown by a new collection of "Really Unusual Trees," more evidence of their fortitude has been found - put something in their way, and they will grow right through it.

If you know of any photos of other really unusual trees, feel free to post them below. And remember to take this lesson from the trees - never stop growing!

Center for Biological Diveristy – Radical Insiders

There are a lot of environmental activist organizations out there to give your money to in an attempt to aid in the preservation of our luscious and vital earth, so how do you choose which ones to give to? Certainly, you can be sure that The World Wildlife Federation or The National Resource Defense Council are good bets. They've been around a long time and their track record is astounding. But they're really big, and unless you're very rich, your donations are not going to get you much inside access or personal warm fuzzy charity buzz. Plus, they're large bureaucracies ... which is not an insult ... it's just that they don't quite have that grass-roots vibe that's so nice to feel from an organization you're giving your grass-roots juice to.

That's why you should check out The Center for Biological Diversity, whose motto aptly sums up their reasons for fighting for the biosphere - "Because Life Is Good." If you're interested in donating to a group that has an indefatigable fighting spirit, is small enough to make you feel in the loop, and was founded by some of the most pragmatic yet earth-spirited eco rebels you've ever run across, this is your place. The Center, as it's called, was founded beneath the ancient ponderosa pines of New Mexico’s Gila wilderness, where Kierán Suckling, Peter Galvin, and Todd Schulke met while surveying owls for the U.S. Forest Service. The people who work at the Center are a great mix of field biologists, trained environmental lawyers, and passionate visionaries of a new planet-positive philosophy. Just reading their story should make you weep if you care at all about the pristine natural realm.

At the heart of the Center's approach is a litigious use of the Endangered Species Act. Does a developer want to strip a mountain for a resort? Not so fast. That could threaten a bird listed as endangered that depends on the trees in the area. Global Warming? Threatens the polar bear, also listed. The Center has taken this argument to countless courts, and is considered a scourge for its tenacity. But it works.

Check out The Center for Biological Diversity, and get your financial hands dirty with the green rebels who know how to use the system.

Photo via The Center for Biological Diversity.

The Found Footage Fest – Haute Trash

There's a lot to be said for the web's effects on what we watch and how we judge it, but one thing's for sure - it has completely upended the critical hierarchy, as bad video is now considered high art. How many clips of poorly sung songs, goofy dances, embarrassing moments and guerrilla adventures does one have to watch before feeling forced to admit that the amateur is now the aesthete? Maybe 156,781 or so, but, of course, most of us have watched many more than that.

Now, two guys have decided to dedicate their lives to this new haute trash phenomenon. They are Joe Pickett and Nick Prueher, and they've founded The Found Footage Festival, "a one-of-a-kind event that showcases footage from videos that were found at garage sales and thrift stores and in warehouses and dumpsters throughout the country. Curators Joe and Nick host each screening in-person and provide their unique observations and commentary on these found video obscurities. From the curiously-produced industrial training video to the forsaken home movie donated to Goodwill, the Found Footage Festival resurrects these forgotten treasures and serves them up in a lively celebration of all things found."

The Festival is appearing in cities around the country all through the fall, ending on Dec. 18, 2009, in Chicago, IL. It's a not-to-be-missed extravaganza of humorous video detritus. And I know you haven't seen enough of that!

Photo via Found Footage Fest.

The Most Inspiring Exercise Video Ever

About 8 months ago, I decided I'd had enough. At 43, my metabolism had basically gone missing, and running regularly while also eating my weight in whatever wasn't keeping me looking like I wanted to look. So I started feeling the "chiseled fetish." I wanted to look sharper, edgier, more like a punk rocker who'd spent 20 years thrashing around as opposed to a slack writer who'd spent 20 years sitting around.

So I started crunching it. 100 push-ups, 200 sit-ups, 1000 curls, and 20 minutes of non-stop stairs five times a week. And because I look at myself constantly, I was never quite sure if it was doing anything. Sure, I got the occasional "Wow, you've lost weight," and I somehow felt that my entire body shape was changing, but I couldn't be sure, cuz I had no record of evidence. I'd failed to take consistent, same angle/same position, photos of myself over the span of the regimen. And so lately I've been wondering if it's all worth it.

And now I know, for I have been inspired. I have seen the proof. Not in my own body, but in that of a stranger who did take the time to record the chiseling process. This is hands-down the most inspiring exercise video EVER, and there's not an ounce of exercise in it. It's just a record. Of change. Of progress.

So, I say, next time you get the chiseling fetish and start some new exercise regimen, don't only watch this 30 second clip every day, but take the time to compile these shots of yourself. Then, you'll know it was all worth it.

Take Heart – Even Wax Figures Wizen

I took my kids to Madame Tussauds Wax Museum in Times Square the other day. If you've never been, I recommend it, and there's one in most major cities. Seeing an uncanny likeness molded in bee spit is downright creepy, but also quite thrilling. It's like staring into the face of eternity, only waxier.

But as I was there, I started to wonder ... do these things ever melt? Go bad? Get disfigured? In effect, do they age? And then I started wondering, not every wax figure, like every person, can be a success. There must be an "island of misfit wax figures" somewhere, full of botched Joe Namaths and gnarly Tina Turners. Renderings that cause a celebrity to say something quite counter to Las Vegas Mayor Oscar Goodman's reaction to being goopily mimed: “It’s awesome to be a part of Las Vegas history and to be enshrined with Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., Tony Bennett, Bette Midler and all of the great entertainers here."

And now I know the answer, thanks to this. Though I have no idea where these shots are from and what wicked artist attempted such failed flatterings, I think of this site as Madame Not-Too-So's Wax Mausoleum. For some reason, they make me giggle and shiver at the same time. And I'm not sure I like that, but I can't stop looking.

So next time someone offers to render you in wax, check their credentials and demand approval prior to unveiling, otherwise, well, you might end up on this site, which is a lot like eternity, only suckier.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Concrete Poetry – Let It Hit Your Head

Concrete and poetry don't exactly seem like two great words that go great together. Concrete is an ancient building material that hurts when it hits your head. And poetry is ... gee, come to think of it ...

But when used in the phrase, "concrete poetry" (also called pattern poetry or shape poetry), concrete means something else entirely. In fact, concrete poetry is a movement within poetry in which the typographical arrangement of words is as important in conveying the intended effect as the conventional elements of the poem, such as meaning of words, rhythm, rhyme, etc. So it's poetry rendered concretely, with shape and pattern contributing to the overall experience of receiving the text's meaning.

If you're still a little befuddled, go here. Not only is there a great collection of concrete poetry via this site, but there's also a good amount of theoretical explanation about the movement (and this is a movement that loves theoretical explanation). Further, you'll find a notice for a concrete poetry exhibit coming in Vancouver, BC, starting October 9, 2009, entitled Angels in the Angles, which is an alluring, shapely title. After viewing some of the offerings on the site, I have to say there is something exhilarating about this pattern thing. It's poetry and visual art brought together in the 21st century, much like poetry and music were brought together in the 20th century, giving us the pleasures of pop, rock, rap, folk, etc.

Of course, I know what some of you are thinking, to which I say - Don't knock it. It's concrete!

Photo via Mechanical Brides.

All Aboard the BoobyBall 8

As Breast Cancer Awareness Month approaches (October), pink will soon be popping up all over to symbolize the collective fight against the number one killer of women aged 20 - 49. And while marching and wearing a pin and giving to your favorite breast cancer research foundation are all great, I've found something else for you to do to save the boobies. Climb aboard the BoobyBall 8!

The BoobyBall 8 is a cruise ship that's docking out of Toronto on October 2, 2009, so you might want to start planning now. And how can you not with this cry to sail?

"Calling all crispy captains, sea nymphs and early retirement seekers! Boobyball is bringing the campy Lauderdale fun and sun to the north. Some serious boatertainment will keep this ship rocking as we embark on a high-seas quest for our top fundraising numbers to date." It's a one-night voyage, proceeds go to fight breast cancer, and you'll get VIP Suites with prime "ocean" (ahem...Great Lake) and party views, boat-load of buffet bites and fruity umbrella drinks, racy bingo and other group games, and spa pampering.

And just to convince all you dudes out there that breast cancer is a lot more than a "woman's issue," here's a little BoobyBall promo video, after which I'm sure you'll be saying with me, "Please, somebody, anybody, save these boobies!"

The Cure to Sugar Cravings

One of the most life-changing things my doctor ever told me was one simple fact: When you're craving sugar, you're probably dehydrated, so drink some water instead. Doesn't sound like much, but it put me on the track to analyzing why I was craving what I was craving, and that has totally changed the way I eat.

For yes, I am a sugar craver. But no, it had never crossed my mind that one's craving can be caused by an underlying condition (duh!). Especially sugar. I had bought wholesale the idea that craving sugar is an ancient natural adaptation ... that we evolved to crave sweets inside healthy fruits so our diet would be more than meat, leaves and tubers.

Now, when I crave sugar, I have a huge glass of water, and bam. No more craving. And no more fleshy puff mounds in my mid-riff, either.

Actually, it turns out there are several underlying conditions that can cause sugar cravings. As explained on Mark's Daily Apple, a great health and nutrition site, "lack of sleep, stress, dehydration, caffeine crashes and plain hunger go hand in hand with sugar cravings." Also, sugar raises serotonin levels, which you can get from exercise instead. In short, solve the underlying condition that causes sugar cravings, and you can make fewer bare-fisted raids into the Froot Loops box.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Lean-To Sweet Lean-To

So, I'm dragging my wife and two young daughters through the St. Regis Canoe Area in the Adirondacks. It's been raining for three days straight. The tent, our sleeping bags, our clothes, our food, our haggard selves, everything is soaked to the core. In one last ditch effort to save the spirits under my care, I pinpoint a little L on the map, and steer the canoe toward the shore.

And there we find what that L stands for - a Lean-To in the middle of the wilderness - a three-walled wooden shelter filled with dry wood, dry floors, and, soon, dry happy campers. For the next two days, we air out our stuff, watch the rain come down, and smile til our faces hurt.

If you've ever been saved by, or even just spent a night in, a Lean-To, you know what they mean to the bedraggled, besotten traveller. But have you stopped to think how these things always stay so well-kempt? In all my years, and I've probably crashed in over 20 of them, I've never found one that was too dirty or leaky to stay in. Someone, I always think, must take care of this place.

And it turns out, in most cases, someone does, through various Lean-To adoption programs that are run around the country. Such as this one in the Adirondacks and this one in the Catskills or Appalachian Trail. Good-natured citizens take the time to hike out to their Lean-To, generally twice a year, and give it the tender love it needs.

It's enough to bring a big dry smile to your face.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Doulas – Supporters or Saboteurs

Ten years ago if you asked a mother-to-be if she was going to have a doula, she'd probably ask if that was some kind of tube destined to be stuck up her whosy-whats-it. But over the last decade, the phrase has become more common (it basically means "someone who provides non-medical and non-midwifery support before, during, and after birth"), largely due to the rise in the number of doulas. According to DONA (Doulas of North America), the official membership organization for doulas in the US, there were 750 doulas in the US and Canada in 1994, but in 2008 there were 6,678. And that's just the ones who've taken the time to get certified through DONA, which is not required to be a doula.

But along with the rise in doulas has come a rise in doubts about doulas. As one doula in NYC, Jennifer Kroll, puts it, "I face skepticism from doctors now and then. One doctor warned against hiring me because 'doulas are interlopers.'" Most OB/GYN's accept doulas, but some feel they can play a contentious role in the snap decisions a successful birth often requires.

Yet, as Jennifer says, "I'm there to support my client's decisions. I don't get in the way. I advise my client on her choices, and let her interact with the OB or midwife." Of course, not all doulas might be as discreet as Jennifer. And hence the doula-as-obstruction stereotype.

If you're choosing a doula, it's important to address this issue with her (or, yes, occasionally him, for there is, after all, a renowned "hairy doula" in Park Slope, Brooklyn). Ask her what her attitude is toward doctors, how she sees herself interacting with the actual deliverer of the baby, and how she sees her role in helping you preserve the sanctity of your birth plan. Also talk to your doctor or midwife. If he/she has a bad attitude about doulas, maybe let him/her know that you've hired a doula who will not get in the way. If this doesn't ease the tension, you might need to consider changing doctors, or not having a doula. At that point, it's a personal judgment call on what's most important to you.

Either way, doulas are meant to be supporters, not saboteurs. And supporters they can be, as long as the parents-to-be make sure the lines of communication are clear and everyone understands their role in the birthing process. As if you didn't have enough to think about already!

Photo via Flickr.

The Evolution of the Peace Sign

Ever wondered how the peace sign became so ubiquitous? Serving as the basic urtext of hand gestures, the upright V has had a long history that started as meaning Victory (thank you, Winston Churchill; no thank you, Richard Nixon), was co-opted by the hippies to signify resistance to Vietnam, and has since morphed into a wide array of digital significations, be they flashed at passers-by to express love or something less than love, at the camera to show much fun or bling, or at a concert to say "I'm rockin hard." In fact, the peace sign has actually spread through the planet's major ethnic groups in distinct morphological tributaries, being adopted by different cultures to say different, like, rad and cutesy and fly and peacey type things.

But as the video below points out, one ethnicity has taken the peace sign to whole new levels through innovative vertical, horizontal, and trapezoidal contortions. They are the East Asians. And if my saying that, as a white guy, seems somewhat suspect, don't take my white guy word for it. Just check out the East Asians in the video below, who have gone to incredible and hilarious lengths to describe the adoption of the peace sign into revolutionizing PPAs. What? Watch the video. And remember it's all in fun.

Peace!

The Best Kids Music You’ve Never Heard

In my underslept and overstimulated opinion, it is one of the primary scourges of parenting young children not yet plugged into their iPod to be forced to spend hours upon hours in the car, in the living room, at the party, at the concert ... wherever ... listening to snivelly, cutesy, campy, and generally uninteresting, unrocking music. And I won't mention any names, but if I hear anymore Raffi or Dan Zanes, I'm going to throw my juice box at the speakers.

That's why discovering Music For Aardvarks has changed my life. If you haven't heard David Weinstone and the Music For Aardvarks Band, then you are in for a thrill. Should you have my musical tastes, that is. And if you don't, enjoy your Baby Beluga.

Simply put, Music For Aardvarks is awesome. Fun. Beautiful. Creative. Wonderfully produced. Inventive. Full of 'tude and just plain rockin'. Weinstone is a brilliant song writer, channeling everything from The Velvet Underground, Neil Young, David Bowie, and The Ramones to all those great camp songs and lullabies that get you singing and shouting with joy and tender feelings. He knows how to write a song that makes you bang your head and jump up and down and cry a sentimental tear. Sometimes I think I like Music For Aardvarks more than most adult bands, which is kinda sad, but that's what breeding does to your brain.

As TimeOut NY Kids said in its premier review: “It's no exaggeration to say that Weinstone has changed the musical geography of kids music. As creator of the MFA (Music For Aardvarks) classes that take place all over the country, his music has gotten thousands of tiny toes tapping.” No exaggeration, indeed.

Do yourself a favor. Put in the Aardvarks. And then you can give your kids a little culture lesson when they ask why you're holding your lighter in the air.

Photo via Music For Aardvarks.

Returning to the Farm

For dozens of years, folks have bemoaned the "leaving the farm" phenomenon. Small farms replaced by agribusiness, arable land lost to sub-developments, and kids who would normally grow up to be growers heading to the city for more money and faster times.

And while this phenomenon is reversing in some ways -- local food co-ops, farm communes, farmers markets, home gardens and a trickle of urbanites trading their condos for feed-bins -- another "return to the farm" revolution is happening in the way that small farmers are opening their doors to city dwellers, enticing them with fun and fare to spend some country time among the people and places who provide them with their choicest fodder.

And as fall arrives, farm visitin' season is in full swing. It's the perfect time to grab your friends and/or family, drive out to a local pasture, and discover a way of life that not only resonates strongly with primal America, but continues to thrive today. Farms offer tours, eating fairs, self-picking, wine and food parties, hay rides, music festivals, and dozens of other great events that get you inside the world of food creation and the people who toil at it every day.

Search "farm tours" and your state of choice, and a smorgasbord of options will scroll before you. As for me, I'm taking the wife and kids this weekend to Hurds Family Farm, right outside New Paltz, NY, where we'll pick apples, run the corn maze, eat native grub, and ride the Cow Train. Like I said ... primal America.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Absurdism Makes You Smarter

It's official. Throw all your standard narrative books away, because reading Absurdism makes you smarter.

That's the conclusion, at least, in a recently published Psychological Science article. Therein, psychologists Travis Proulx of the University of California, Santa Barbara and Steven Heine of the University of British Columbia report on their studies that show our ability to find patterns is enhanced when we are faced with the challenge of making sense of an absurd text. Further, this heightened aptitude carries over into other aspects of life and thinking.

Basically, Proulx and Heine had a bunch of Canadian undergrads read some Kafka. One group read Kafka with extra absurd non-sequitur additions, while another read Kafka with extra linear narrative additions, and then each group performed some pattern recognition and organization tasks. Those exposed to the absurdist Kafka performed better.

As Tom Jacobs reports, "these findings suggest we have an innate tendency to impose order upon our experiences and create what [Proulx and Heine] call 'meaning frameworks.' Any threat to this process will 'activate a meaning-maintenance motivation that may call upon any other available associations to restore a sense of meaning.'" In other words, Absurdism stimulates the mind and augments your cognitive skills.

Cog novice drama, like giraffe sleep better up red anger, sigh.

See? You're smarter already.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

The Pleasures of Unique, Natural Furnishings

Tired of having guests over who take one look at your living room and squeal, “Oh, you’ve been to IKEA!” and then roll their eyes in contempt of corporate deforestation? Then it’s time you checked into the idea of hiring a local, natural builder to craft some eco-friendly, unique add-ons for your home. In the last few decades, small crafting businesses have popped up around the country, offering hand-made, specialized domestic additions. And while their creations can be more expensive than the Swedish behemoth, they will generally last for generations, save you money (if they’re involved in energy creation or conservation), and bring years of satisfaction in an object well commissioned.

One such business, Acorn Enterprises, based in Mt. Horeb, WI, espouses a wide natural building philosophy that serves as a template for many similar craft shops:

- Build small: Do not worship the false god of square footage! Use the savings to buy higher quality interior finishes; you will enjoy high quality cabinets, built-ins, trim, stone countertops, etc. more than big rooms and big tax bills.

- Build for the ages: Use the most durable materials and processes to ensure your hard work will survive for many generations to enjoy.

- Recycle and Reuse: Utilize existing structures and materials whenever possible.

- Reduce life cycle energy inputs by choosing less processed materials, high quality windows and doors, roofing and superinsulation (which sounds bad, but is actually good).

- Avoid toxic chemicals, finishes, and products: a natural alternative exists for nearly every one.

- Orient buildings for solar gain and employ overhangs to provide shade in summer. Use windbreak trees and cluster buildings to create courtyards and sheltered passages. Provide more outdoor living areas.

- After these principles are considered, "go all the way" and utilize straw bale, straw/clay, cob, earthen plasters and other traditional natural techniques to create the "ultragreen" sustainable home.

Try ordering some custom-made, green add-ons for your home, and then, next time your friends come over, you’ll have a lot more to say about your furnishings than, “Yeah, we went to IKEA.”

Photo via Acorn Enterprises.

Strong Community in a Weak Economy

When the going gets tough, the tough get together. That seems to be the mantra behind a rising trend in intentional communities ... cooperative housing situations where groups of people band together to create a group domestic scenario that allows them each to save some money and live a more realized, conscious lifestyle.

There's a great directory for this new movement here. No matter where you live, ICs are popping up, and you can find many of them through this site.

One IC, called Brooklyn Cohousing, is "a green, sustainable community forming in Brooklyn, NY." The folks behind Brooklyn Cohousing will be renovating and retrofitting an old factory building which features high ceilings and original wood beams and columns throughout. The design orients the building around an interior courtyard and set of cascading terraces leading to a roof deck with Manhattan skyline views.

Those joining are very explicit about what community means to them. They describe themselves as a "group of people who want the option for greater community life where we live. We are creating a more cooperative co-op apartment building; we include families with children, single people, couples and retirees. We expect to share resources and interested (for example share child care, offer some weekly common means (optional), share tools, skills and interests, etc.) while each owning our own fully equipped private apartments."

If done right, cohousing can be a nice blend of public and private, with community that enriches one's life and dwellings that are full of character, energy efficient, well constructed, and designed through participation. So if you're looking for a little more intention and community in your life, try joining up with those who feel the same, and you might not only find a great way to economize, but you'll make some close friends in the meantime.

Photo via Brooklyn Cohousing.

Submit Your Favorite Nature Pics

Are you a budding nature photographer with plenty of flower close-ups, fleeting deer, and delicious landscapes in your images folder? Now’s your chance to get some click cred with those elegant eco shots, via The Nature Conservancy’s 2009 Photo Contest.

The NC is looking for beautiful nature photography that represents the diversity of life on earth. Original digital images of the planet’s lands, waters, plants, animals and people in nature are all eligible. But they’re especially interested in images that showcase the wide range of natural habitats, including all types of forests, grasslands, lakes and rivers, deserts and arid lands, rainforests, marine habitats and coral reefs.

The winner's image will be printed in the 2011 Nature Conservancy calendar, which reaches over 2 million homes nationwide. It will also be featured on the organization’s website, which gets 3 million visitors annually. That's no small potatoes when it comes to exposure for your work.

The deadline is September 30, so this weekend would be a perfect time to get out into the wilds and scope your subject. Nature's splendor awaits!

Photo via The Nature Conservancy.

Get Hot With Rubber

Face it. You don't wear enough rubber. Sure, when it rains you might slip on a pair of boots, but why wait for a downpour to wrap yourself in fashionable industrial synthetics? Nothing says, "I'm bouncing thru life" like a sexy rubber get-up.

One great place to get all your rubber needs is RubberLuv.com. They’ve got rubber outfits for men and women, with everything from dresses, lingerie, skirts and pants to catsuits, hoods, gloves, and hats. For the truly daring, the catsuits are fetching. Who could resist asking you about your petroleum-product feline number when you prowl into the club? But there's more standard stretchy stuff too, like a twist on the traditional latex glove, functional tops, and bespoke clothing.

If you're a bit shy about suiting up like a tire, don't be. First, it's not for all occasions, and chances are when you wear it, folks will find it fun. Second, you're going to get a lot more smiles than scowls. A frequent rubberizer, Brendan Rune, of Columbus, OH, says of his elastomere fetish: “At first, people are like, 'Whoa, rubber.' But then they get used to it, and many really dig it. Lots of my friends are now wearing it after they see the positive responses I get.” What’s not to like about a wardrobe that doesn’t get soggy when you fall into the punch bowl?

So next time you go out, just remember what mom used to say: "Wear your rubber!"

Photo via RubberLuv.com.

Spread Grins with Smile Cards

For over six years now, HelpOthers.org has been partaking in its own commando campaign. The mission? Hurting cheeks. The method? Smile Cards.

Smile Cards are markers of a newfangled game of tag, where "you're it" because someone has done something nice for you. Then it's your turn to do something nice for someone else and, in the process, pass the card along. This is a game of pay-it-forward: anonymously make someone smile, leave behind a card asking them to keep the ripple going. It's easy and fun. And proves that kindness is contagious.

You can download Smile Cards at HelpOthers.org, but they'll also mail them to you. They come in a variety of languages, and there's plenty of designs to choose from. Thus far, 450,000 Smile Cards have been distributed, all between well-meaning people looking to engender a grin.

So take a moment and tag someone with a Smile Card. They'll thank you for the hurt cheeks.

Photo via HelpOthers.org.

Freeze Your Head, Live Forever

So, you died. Sorry! That sucks. Happens to all of us, right? Like losing your phone and love spats and getting liver when you ordered cheesecake. But what doesn’t happen to all of us is that when we die we are gone forever. No, I’m not talking the great spa in the sky. I’m talking cryonics.

I’m telling you to freeze your head.

Think about it (before your brain goes on ice). As soon as you die, a beeper goes off that alerts the white-coated wonder-workers at the Alcor Life Extension Foundation, who rush to your location, copter you to the nearest refrigerator, remove your top section (that orb on your neck where ostensibly your entire identity is stored), and then glaciate your beautiful self. What next? Well, some years down the line … no telling how many … when scientists finally perfect the fine art of head transplants (and you know they will), you get thawed out (Ah, Spring!) and stitched to a lovely new body, and then it's nothing but "Hey, Ma, I’m alive!" (True, your mom might not still be there, but if she cryopreserves as well ... )

Sure, maybe it’s all a bit more complicated than that, but not much. You can read all about it right here. And, okay, Walt Disney didn’t do it, but so what? You’re cooler than him. At least you will be once you’re human gelato!

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Color Parties Are So…Colorful!

Going to parties is so awesome. But what to wear? So many choices! Well, now there’s a party scene that helps you narrow your options down so you spend fewer hours staring dumbly into your closet in a state of got-no-hot-stuff despair. It’s called Color Parties, and if you go to one of these, you know what color to wear, cuz each color party is color-themed. Get it? If not, guess what you wear on Pink Night.

In fact, Pink Night happens to be coming up real soon. October 17, 2009, in NYC, in fact. And if you own no pink, the blurb on this fuchsia mosh will have you running out to get some. For the price of admission, you’ll get an unlimited open bar, live performances, mix master music by JT the DJ from DreamTeamDJs and SAMSARA, tastefully and artistically body-painted Color Belles and Color Beaux in speedos bartending and massaging ALL NIGHT, plus a $1000 prize each for the pinkiest boy and girl.

As if that weren't enough, a portion of the proceeds from the Pink Party will go to the American Breast Cancer Society. It's enough to make your face turn pink with delight.

Photo via Color Parties.

Saving Pot-Bellied Pigs

About 15 years ago, my mother and her partner got a big idea. They were going to get a pot-bellied pig. This infamous domesticated breed originated in Vietnam, but has since become a somewhat common household pet (though they rarely live in the house). Oprah, as the pig was called affectionately, lived in my mom’s backyard, ate anything and everything, was pretty damn grumpy all the time and started many a conversation with guests. But when my mom moved to San Francisco (no room for piggy) from Phoenix (lots of room), she didn’t know what to do with Oprah, who showed no signs of leaving for pig heaven.

So, my mom took her pig to pig heaven. But it's not what you think. See, with the rise in pot-bellied pig adoption came a rise (sadly) in pot-bellied big abandonment, cuz that cute little porker might be adorable, but when she grows into a 500 lb. beast that eats her weight every week, things can get expensive. And then there’s the waste ...

But as it turns out, a number of pot-bellied pig sanctuaries have popped up around the country to take care of abandoned and abused home swine. For instance, there's Pig Pals Sanctuary in Illinois and the touchingly named Noah's Ark Pot Belly Pig Rescue in Florida. Chances are, there's one in your state. So if you're a pig owner and you're tired of caring for the fat grubber, do her a favor and take her to live with her friends rather than dumping her on the road. And if you don't have a pot-bellied pig but are interested in getting one, read about the realities first, and then consider adopting a grown one rather than buying a piglet. It's cheaper, and they won't live as long!

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Angels and Accordions

There's a cultural event coming up you don't want to miss, so if you live even remotely close to Brooklyn, NY, get here somehow and check it out, because it never fails to satisfy.

I'm referring to Angels and Accordions, a site-specific, live music and dance performance appearing on October 10, 2009, at 12 pm and 3:30 pm at the Green-Wood Cemetery. The event is held in conjunction with openhousenewyork, guiding audience members through historic Green-Wood Cemetery’s rolling hills, highlighting its unparalleled collection of sculpture and monuments. This unique event, choreographed by Martha Bowers of Dance Theatre Etcetera, features a cast of 30 dancers, original music by Guy Klucevsek and Bob Goldberg (played live by a band of accordionists), singing, and a visual installation inside the Catacombs designed by photographer Alexander Heilner. Several tombs will be open to the public.

Green-Wood Cemetery is one of the most beautiful spots in all of NYC, filled with the graves of the famous and not-so-famous, landscaped perfectly for a symbiosis of spiritual somberness and natural beauty. But to see these dancers hanging from the trees, draped over the tombs, and to hear the accordions droning as you take a two hour walk through the winding lanes is truly the finest way to experience it.

As the earthly sound of the accordions melds with the celestial mystique of the dancers, you truly feel transported into a realm beyond.

Photo via Brooklyn Parrots.

Ten Natural Remedies to Memory Loss

Memory loss is one of the downers of getting older. If life were fair, more rich experiences would mean more rich memories. But, of course, the brain ages too, and its ability to retain and relish often wanes.

There are, however, some great natural ways to bolster your brain's ability to remember. Here they are:

Eat Regularly -- The brain is only 2-3 percent of the body's weight, but takes up 20% of its energy, so giving it the fuel it needs helps it function optimally.

Super Foods -- spinach, strawberries and blueberries are called "super foods" because they strengthen the brain. Eat lots of them.

Drink Hot Beverages -- Tea and coffee stimulate the brain and help it access memories more effectively.

Avoid Alcohol -- Like it or not, booze is bad for the brain's memory banks.

Take Vitamins -- A good regimen of supplements, especially folic acid, will help you remember better.

Herbalize -- A variety of herbs, such as gingko bilbao, have been shown to help improve memory retention.

Stress Less -- Trying to alleviate stress in your life, through relaxation or meditation, helps your brain retain.

Play More Games -- Mental games, like crossword puzzles and Sudoku, sharpen your faculties.

Exercise -- Many reasons to do this, one of which is it keeps your brain healthy.

Get Regular Sleep -- Getting your slumbers on a regular schedule is good for your noggin.

You can read more in-depth description and medical citations about these remedies at LifeScript.com.

Bottom line: A life full of activities that strengthen your mind is a life more fully lived and more finely recalled.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Tantric Sex Isn’t Scary

"Tantric Sex" is one of those phrases, like Astral Projection or Tibetan Meditation, that most of us have heard but few of us can explain in any detail. But really, Tantric Sex isn't as scary or difficult or mystical as it sounds. It's just a way of sharing with your partner and using your body to achieve a richer sexual experience. Here are four easy steps you can take to achieve a tantric-like sexual experience.

Create a Love Space -- Where you make love is an important element in your love sharing being optimally fulfilling. Pick a room free of clutter, try some scented candles, and choose some soothing music. Creating a relaxed, private atmosphere is the first step to achieving prolonged intimacy.

Breathe Together -- At the center of the tantric experience is synchronizing your breath with your partner's. Cuddling closely and breathing in harmony, in and out, is the easiest way to do this. And letting that harmony carry into your love-making will put you on the same ecstatic page.

Open Your Eyes -- By looking into and at each other, you arrive at greater closeness. Soak up your partner's intimate expressions and body movements with your eyes, and let the vision relax and arouse you.

Go Slow -- Extensive foreplay is the way to make your sex more tantric. But there's more to it than that. As you start to make love, concentrate on prolonging each activity. Take your time giving and receiving pleasure in various parts of the body, breathing deeply and slowly, and relishing the journey as much as the destination.

If this is a problem for you, men, check out this great tantric breathing video. Breathe from your belly, not your chest, and you'll experience greater longevity.

According to the tantric philosophy in Buddhism, each of us is the union of all universal energy. Tapping into that union with someone else is the beginning of tantric bliss.

Getting Well With Guggle Muggle

In a recent interview with the NY Times, Barbara Streisand reminisced on how her mother had tried to nurse Babs's voice with "guggle muggle," because she didn't think it was strong enough. How kind (and wrong) mothers can be.

It turns out that guggle muggle is an Americanization of gogol mogol, a drink brought to America primarily by Eastern European Jews. Gogol mogol (referred to as the Jewish Echinacea by one blogger) is the kind of thing that grandmas give you when you have a cold or sore throat. It's 50% soothe and 50% wishful thinking, because no one has ever proven its medicinal benefits, yet millions swear by it (like so many "remedies" these days).

In its basic form, the drink is egg yolks, sugar and milk. But other recipes are indulged in as well, with alcohol being the most frequent interloper. Butter and cocoa also appear at times instead, especially for the kiddies.

As for the name, legend has it that there once lived a cantor named Gogel who sang in a synagogue in Russia. One day he lost his voice and couldn't sing, and nothing could get it back. Until someone helped him regain his vocal powers via a mixture of raw eggs and wine. But the cantor having a sweet tooth, so he added sugar, and the drink was thereafter termed Gogol-Mogol.

As the winter months approach, such ancient beverages could come in handy. Though I can't promise it will have you singing like Babs.

Here's one recipe:

In a cup beat one raw egg (or just an egg yolk if you don’t like egg whites) with a teaspoon full of honey. Mix vigorously until it’s blended as a foam. In a separate cup heat half cup of milk with a tablespoon of unsalted butter. Butter should melt completely. Milk should be very hot, but not burning. Pore milk and butter mixture into a cup with bitten egg and honey, mixing it fast while you pore. Drink, while it is hot, by small gulps.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

The Best Show on Radio

We all know "talk radio" has seen a resurgence in recent years, but I'm here to tell you it's not all hyper-political, ranting, low-brow babble. Sure, most of it is, but there's one spot you can go to experience talk radio that talks like you want to talk, not like you used to want to talk when you were a freshman in high school or whatever. It's called The Best Show on WFMU, and if you think that's self-aggrandizing, let me do some other-aggrandizing. The Best Show on WFMU is the Best Show on radio.

The show is the brain-child of Tom Scharpling and Jon Wurster. Scharpling is not only the host of The Best Show, he's also head-writer for the TV show Monk and a contributor to The Onion. He's even got his own fan club, via the show, called Friends of Tom. Wurster is his comedic side-kick as well as a drummer who's played with such musical paragons as Superchunk, Robert Pollard, Ryan Adams, R.E.M., The Mountain Goats, Alejandro Escovedo, Marah, Rocket from the Crypt and Charlie Daniels. Unshaky resumes that make for a trippy time.

Described by Scharpling as "three hours of mirth, music, and mayhem," The Best Show format is free-wheeling, involving interviews, call-ins,  curmudgeony rants and disgruntled GOMP's ("Get Off My Phone."). Scharpling mans the station while Wurster calls in posing as various personae from the fictional Jersey suburb, Newbridge. The calls seem real at first, but inevitably descend into hilarious madness. A large group of Best Show fanatics also call in regularly, lending the whole affair an inside joke feel that it's good to be in on. And Tom gets serious guests. Like Martin Short, Zach Galifianakis, and John Hodgman. In addition, numerous comedic superstars have expressed their admiration for Tom, such as Conan O'Brien and David Cross. Bottom line, there's no radio show as revered among comedians as The Best Show.

And you don't have to live in Jersey to listen. Tom is a world-wide hero. Just go to WFMU and you can stream it. Tuesdays from 8 - 11. Be there or be unfunny.

Vitamin Angels Spread Good Health

Malnutrition is a major problem in our world. One third of all childhood deaths are caused by not getting enough nutrients. Millions of children die from it each year, and it's estimated that 147 million children suffer from Vitamin A deficiency alone.

That's why we have the Vitamin Angels. This amazing organization has as its mission "to mobilize and deploy private sector resources to advance availability, access and use of micronutrients, especially vitamin A, by newborns, infants and children in need." The non-profit seeks to reduce child mortality worldwide by connecting essential nutrients, especially vitamin A, with infants and children under five. These nutrients help young people fight off disease, save their lives, resulting in the chance to live a meaningful, productive existence.

Two programs form the core of the Vitamin Angels agenda. There's Operation 20/20, which concentrates on Vitamin A access, and there's Thrive to Five, which gets multi-vitamins to kids worldwide. As those behind Vitamin Angels make clear, malnutrition is not primarily due to a lack of food, but to a lack of essential nutrients. That's why vitamin distribution plans are so necessary.

There are numerous ways to get involved with Vitamin Angels, both financially and through volunteering. It's hard to imagine a better cause than helping kids get the nutrition they need.

Photo via Vitamin Angels.

The Poetical Power of Limits

As any poet knows, there is power in limits. The limits of rhyme, or meter, or of letter choice often open up meaning horizons that could not have been seen or reached within the abandon of free verse. Forced to rhyme a particular word, another word occurs that might not have been considered otherwise; forced to stay within a certain syllabic bounce brings about surprising rhythms; and forced to choose words based on their letters, not on their meanings, often leads to unforeseen possibilities of significance. And yes, there's undoubtedly a lesson in all that for the realms of life that are not so poetic. In short, structure can lead to freedom.

No writer knows this better than Canadian Christian Bök. For over a decade now, Bök has been publishing and reading his poems, many of which hinge on letter experiments. In short, he gives himself limits so he can let himself go.

His most famous work is Eunoia, which consists of univocalics; i.e., each chapter uses only one vowel in each of its five chapters. Eunoia took Bök seven years to write; of the text he said, "[this] book proves that each vowel has its own personality, and demonstrates the flexibility of the English language." The book was a bestseller in his home country, and earned him the Griffin Poetry Prize in 2002.

For an amazing example of Bök's abilities, check this out. Now that's the poetical power of limits.

Photo via Imgur.com.

Invisibility Achieved

If you're familiar with Harry Potter, you know about the cloak of invisibility (and if you're not familiar with Harry Potter, what exactly did you do to be shot into deep space all by your lonesome?). Science has also been making a stab at the magical jacket that erases what it covers, and advances have been reported. But one artist has been practicing the fine art of disappearing for years now, and his achievements are not only successful, they're magically beautiful and filled with poignant protest.

His name is Liu Bolin, and he's often referred to as the Invisible Man. What he does, in effect, is paint himself into the scenery. Here's a great collection of Bolin shots. Here's another.

Bolin was trained at one of China's premier art schools, but found himself homeless shortly thereafter when the Chinese government, in preparation for the Olympics, bulldozed the buildings of Suojiacun, an artist village east of Beijing. In protest, Bolin stood among the rubble and had his friends paint his whole body, camouflaging him into the wreckage. An art form was born.

Bolin's work is a shining example of how art can be both defiance and submission, expression and silence, appearance and disappearance. And in the way he employs these contrasts to blend in while sticking out, we can all learn a valuable lesson about how we make our mark on the world.

Photo via V1kram.posterous.com.

Overwhelmed? Try Under-Eaze

Okay. Admittedly, this is a delicate topic. Or a distasteful topic. Or I don't know what kind of topic. Or I don't even want to know what kind of topic. But either way, I just couldn't help passing this tip along. Because, well, someone you know ... the proverbial "friend of a friend" ... might just need it. Like need it real bad.

It's a health issue, people! Or, as my step-father used to say, a natural bodily function.

To avoid persecution (or is it mortification?), I'm just going to begin by copying and pasting (isn't that what I get paid for?) the main promo text from the website, and then I think you'll get the picture. Or, as it were, the odor:

"UNDER-EASE" ANTI-FLATULENCE UNDERWEAR

Revolutionary New Underwear For Offensive Gas

A Real Product for a Real Problem.

Over 25,000 satisfied customers.

Also Available: "Gas Eaters", "Plus Sizes", and "2nd Generation Under-Ease"

What to say? I'm speechless. So I'm going to continue to quote extensively (long-windedly?), just to cover my back (yuck, yuck):

"Under-Ease are underwear for protection against bad human gas (malodorous flatus) and are made from a soft air-tight fabric (polyurethane-coated nylon). To maintain the air-tightness, elastic is sewn into the material around the waist and both legs. A triangular "exit hole" for the flatus to be expelled is cut from the back of the air-tight underwear, near the bottom. This "exit hole" is covered with a "pocket" made of ordinary porous fabric sewn over the "exit hole". This unique design forces all expelled gas (flatus) out through the "pocket". Inside the "pocket" is a high-functioning, replaceable filter - the core of the technology. This multi-layered filter is made in a sandwich-style, and begins with the two outer layers of wool felt. The second two layers are made of non-woven polypropylene and spun glass materials. In the center of the filter is a single layer of activated carbon. The filter is then covered with soft ordinary material to allow for easy replacement in or out of the pocket. The underwear are washable and will last approximately a year depending on the frequency of use and laundering. Each filter will last from several weeks to several months depending on the frequency of use and laundering."

Wow. That was hard to even paste. Ew. Did I just say paste? And did I just read the phrases "activated carbon", "sandwich-style", and "soft ordinary material" in a marketing blurb about gas-capturing panties? Too bad these folks have such good grammar, or I could have at least written (sic).

Photo via Under-Tec.com.

Celebrating the Peoples’ Princess

Few figures in recent history have captured the global imagination as much as Princess Diana. Her storybook life, replete with her beginnings as a "regular girl," her love affair with Prince Charles, her marriage to the Prince and coronation as Princess, her mothering of two male heirs to the throne, her whispish beauty, her tumultuous relationship with the royal family, her close rapport with the people, the break-up of her marriage, her post-marital relations with wealthy Brits and, of course, her eventual death in a car accident (and the conspiracy theories that followed) ... it all couldn't have been written better were Shakespeare still penning.

Now, the National Constitution Center, an organization that concentrates on the American experience by curating exhibits that tell the story of "We, the People," is mounting Diana: A Celebration. As the organization states, "Since the beginning of American history, our nation has had a complicated relationship with British royalty, and an unending fascination with the government we overthrew in 1776. Known to many as 'The People’s Princess,' Princess Diana won the hearts of millions, on both sides of the Atlantic and around the world."

The exhibit will run from October 2 through December 31, 2009, and will consist of the international traveling exhibition by the same name, providing an opportunity for visitors to learn more about the life and work of the Princess of Wales, with special emphasis on her life and work as a global humanitarian and model citizen. The exhibit is on loan from the Allthorp Estate, the Spencer Family’s 500-year-old ancestral home in England.

Full details can be read at the NCC's website. It's certain to be fitting tribute to a fantastic lady.

Photo via NCC.

Bracelet Honors Mandela

Are you cool enough to know Nelson Mandela's prison number? If not, you soon will be, because it's starting to appear on people's wrists around the world thanks to a new human rights campaign created by the organization 46664. And yes, that's the number.

The campaign is called 46664 Bangles, and it's a lot like the Lance Armstrong Live Strong thing, but with a difference. These bracelets are handcrafted in South Africa so they directly benefit the people they're meant to support. They're available in pure copper, silver, gold or platinum, but each bangle bears an internal copper band so your skin is exposed to the healthiest metal. On the bangle is the number 46664 as well as a unique serial number so you can log onto the group's website, register your wristlet, and see how your purchase directly helped someone in South Africa by giving them a job, a purpose and a renewed sense of hope.

46664 is Nelson Mandela's global charity organization, and it primarily concentrates on supporting worthy projects in his homeland by helping fight AIDS, create jobs, and spread education. The 46664 Bangles help fund his efforts and are available to purchase from $19 for the copper bangle right up to $12,900 for the platinum one.

Just think. Not only would you be contributing to a hugely worthy cause, but when someone asks you what the number on your wrist means, you'll get some major social cred for telling them all about it. I mean, after all, you're sporting Mandela's number.

Photo via TheBangle.com.

A Healthy Cigarette

While the phrase "healthy cigarette" might be right up there with non-alcoholic vodka and risk-free investments, one company is making a pitch that is pretty convincing. Even if, in the end, what they've created isn't really a cigarette.

Meet Smart Smoker, a new cigarette-emulator that gives smokers the sensation of smoking without all the nasty side-effects of everything that comes with actual tar-and chemical-laced smoke.

Here's how it works. You buy a reusable cigarette-looking device, and then you buy little caplets that you replace as they get used up. These caplets get inserted into the device. Two things then happen. To give you the actual physical high of smoking, the Smart Smoker sends subtle electronic impulses which signal to a smoker’s sensory nerves the same sensation experienced when enjoying a traditional cigarette. This tricks you into thinking you're getting a fix. In addition, a water-based mist is emitted through the device, giving you the sensation of inhaling smoke. And there you have it. A healthy cigarette.

Or is it? While testimonials on a product site can't generally be trusted, I do know one puffer, Elizabeth Sutton of San Francisco, CA, who kicked her smoking habit using the Smart Smoker, and she says flat out: "When I'm smoking my e-cig, it feels exactly like the real one."

Next stop: carefree anxiety.

Photo via GetSmartSmoker.com.

Stop Being the Designated Patient

There's a technical phrase in psychology that's making its way into the public domain recently. It's "designated patient." The designated patient is a person who gets labeled as "mentally ill" by others despite any objective signs or symptoms. While the phrase applies generally to social units, it's appearing most often within the family, where family members say that one of their own "has the problems" in order to cover up or find excuses for deeper, verifiable problems within other family members or the family dynamic as a whole.

As sociologist Martha Beck says, "a designated patient carries the group's dysfunction. A designated issue performs the same service for an individual, dominating our psyches so that other troubles can go unnoticed." In other words, the designated patient is a scapegoat. A way for those with actual problems (mental illness, alcoholism, mood disorders) to deflect the focus from them onto someone else; someone else who is often the only healthy one in the whole scenario.

While this might sound like an easy out ("Don't point the finger at me! I'm the designated patient!"), it is a real phenomenon and can get in the way of a social unit working out its issues and arriving at harmony. Martha offers a great synopsis of the turmoil a designated patient can suffer, as well as some good ways to deal with it.

Of course, slipping out of the designated spot can take time. But if you think you're in it, helping you get out, and not others keeping you in, is where you need the conversation to head.

Photo via Flickr.com.

Free Your Feet with Fingered Shoes

I was on the subway the other day when I saw a horrible site. A man with hands on his feet. I kid you not. At first I thought, Wow, that's sad. Birth defects really suck. And super creepy ones suck even more! But when I shared my shivers with my friend, he pointed out to me that the pointers I was stressing over were not fingers, but toes. What? Had I been drinking? I could swear those were gloves on his feet, and I counted five digits, so didn't gloves plus digits equal hands?

No, they equal the newest fashion/action sensation, quite properly termed Foot Gloves. Boy was I relieved to find that the freak in front of me was in fact sporting a hip new way of super-charging your feet, not an odd new appendage mixture. Doing some research, I found out that Foot Gloves are in fact called FiveFingers, and they're made by Vibram, and scores of people are starting to swear by them as the new running, playing, hanging footwear.

Of the FiveFingers, Vibram shouts loud and proud: "The typical human foot is an anatomical marvel of evolution with 26 bones, 33 joints, 20 muscles, and hundreds of sensory receptors, tendons and ligaments. Like the rest of the body, to keep our feet healthy, they need to be stimulated and exercised. That’s why we recommend wearing FiveFingers for exercise, play, and for fun. Stimulating the muscles in your feet and lower legs will not only make you stronger and healthier, it improves your balance, agility and proprioception." I am simply way too uninformed and unwilling to argue with that.

Not sure I'd ever say it again, I am now forced to say it. Humans are progressing.

Photo via Vibram.

Guess Offers Invisible Children T-Shirts

Socially-conscious clothing design company EDUN LIVE has joined forces with Guess and the non-profit organization Invisible Children to produce two t-shirts that aim to make a difference.

The special edition Invisible Children t-shirts for men and tank-tops for women, produced on 100% organic EDUN LIVE tees) will be available for purchase at the end of October in all Guess retail locations in the US and at Guess.com for $26 and $29 respectively.

The proceeds from sales will go to support Invisible Children's mission of revitalizing the agricultural industry through an organic cotton initiative that trains farmers to take ownership of their land and empowers them to thrive under the current difficult economic climate that so many are currently facing.

All EDUN LIVE t-shirts are made in Africa and support sustainable social development, and they boast none other than Bono, U2's philanthropic front man, as one of their designers.

Put some goodness on your body!

Photo via EDUN LIVE.

Barry Zeve Promotes Self-Love

I once knew a man who married himself. He had a wedding picture in his wallet and everything. Said he'd been going through some hard-times in terms of accepting himself, but he still knew he loved himself, so he decided to make it official and express his commitment to himself through a nuptial ceremony between himself and himself. Besides wondering to myself if conservatives would consider self-marriage to be gay marriage, I also thought, that sounds like a Barry Zeve moment.

Barry Zeve is the prophet of self-love. Through books, articles, videos and his blog, he encourages people to love themselves. His site flashes with some of his pithy auto-adorational proverbs:

I love myself; therefore, I am.

Self-love is the musical accompaniment to the movie called Life.

I can't give anyone that which I haven't first given myself.

How many great loves do I get in my lifetime? Just one -- my own.

Zeve helps people become students of self-love by speaking about life as a school that teaches us love and wisdom. He claims that love is the result of the goodness we bring into the world. And that wisdom is the best possible consequence of making mistakes and rectifying them. Besides his books, he even published an article called Marrying Myself in Outword Magazine.

And he seems intent on making sure the honeymoon never ends.

Photo via BarryZeve.com.

Chronic Fatigue? Help Is On the Way

Researchers seem to be inching closer to isolating the cause of CFS (chronic fatigue syndrome) in the hopes of creating medication for this heretofore largely incurable problem. And a problem it is. 17 million people worldwide suffer from the mysterious disorder, which can leave you crippingly exhausted much of the time.

The finding comes from Judy Mikovits of the Whittemore Peterson Institute in Nevada and colleagues at the National Cancer Institute and the Cleveland Clinic. What they discovered is that the same virus that plays a role in prostate cancer also seems to be linked to CFS. Researchers found the virus, known as XMRV, in the blood of 68 out of 101 chronic fatigue syndrome patients. The same virus showed up in only 8 of 218 healthy people. A quite significant difference.

The discovery of the virus has raised hopes that a drug cocktail, similar to one used for AIDS or cancer, could be concocted to help folks with CFS. "You can imagine a number of combination therapies that could be quite effective and could at least be used in clinical trials right away," Mikovits says.

Of course, it can take a while to develop drugs, so help might not be coming too soon. If you feel like you suffer from CFS, check out this excellent list of options for getting through it. And keep hope alive.

Photo via Flickr.com.

EatFreely.org Says Eat Freely!

Tired of angsting over what you eat? Tired of legislators choosing what you can and cannot eat? Tired of your friends eyeing you as you dive into that greasy rib, that basket of fries, that lusciously massive chocolate mousse? Tired of being told to sit down when you eat?

It's time you joined the movement. Eat Free Or Die!

The folks at EatFreely.org have had enough of guilt and regulation and disapproving stares and dinner tables. They want to eat what they want, when they want, where they want, and however much they want. As the organization states: "This site is dedicated to our right to eat wherever and whenever we want. Society doesn't understand us and we don’t understand dinner tables. We cannot be contained by windows, doors or burned meatloaf. Free Eating is our right. And we will celebrate it openly in public. We are Eat Freely. Hear us roar."

And roar they do. Against states that are enacting anti-fat and anti-soda laws. Against those who say you have to sit and eat. Against those who scoff at cheese-filled crusts. They're sick of proper sit-down dinners and they plan on eating anywhere, anytime. In the car. Walking down the street. In bed.

Join the movement, and set your eating free!

Photo via edwin78589@flickr.

Urban Dictionary – Get Slang Smart

What if you asked your girlfriend how she was feeling, and she told you things were hinky? Or you texted your friend and told him to hurry up and get to the party, and he texted back GMAS. Or you suffered a book off and didn't even know it? Or you accidentally slip into the thirst person while telling a story, giving away your secret? You might be, as it were, at a loss for words.

Unless you've studied the Urban Dictionary. The world's largest compendium of slang, UrbanDictionary.com is a wiki style online collection of every slang term imaginable. Some of it is relatively recognizable (cyberchondriac, mascary), some of it is totally obscure (cookie duster, shress), and some of it is downright vulgar (see for yourself). But the sheer quantity of neologisms, catch phrases, acronyms and pithy coinages (over 4.2 million as of this article) is dizzying, amazing, and imho, laol.

They've got a great "Word a Day" newsletter you can subscribe to, an exhaustive thesaural feature for synonyms, and a published book version. Oh, and you can add your own slang terms to the mix! So quit multi-slacking and give some wi-five to your fellow lingo dawgs!

Photo via UrbanDictionary.com.

World Masters Games – We All Compete!

Trivia question - What's the largest participatory multi-sport event in the world? Answer: The World Masters Games. S'what?

Going on right now (Oct. 10 - 18, 2009) in Sydney, Australia, The World Masters Games, governed by the International Masters Games Association, motivates a goal-oriented and long-term attitude towards sport, physical fitness and health by bringing together men and women for the simple joy of competing with their peers. But the cool thing about the games is that anyone who meets the minimum age criterion (anywhere from 25 to 35, depending on the sport) can compete. And many sports competitions are graded so as to provide competitors with the choice of participating seriously or socially.

The result is a massive week of sporting joviality with people of all ages. In this year's games, there are 28,292 competitors from 95 countries ranging in age from 25 to 101. Yes, 101, and that's shot-putter Ruth Frith of Australia, thank you. Pictured here is O Santa Claus, also of Australia, seen competing in the men's 80-84 years 100 meter run.

If Ruth and O Santa don't inspire you to get healthy, it's time for you to check yourself under the hood.

Photo via GettyImages.com.

Live from Daryl’s House – Daryl Hall Sews His Web Oats

Hall and Oates were one of the most popular bands of the 80's, so, where are they now? Well, they've been playing together, releasing solo albums, etc. ... but one of them, Daryl Hall, has taken a further step toward bringing his fans closer to the music by setting up a webcast from his own home.

You can go to LiveFromDarylsHouse.com and watch the newest incarnation of Daryl Hall's musical ambitions. From the comfort of his own private domain, Daryl has been sending various concerts and performances out over the web, bringing the term "house music" to a whole other level.

On October 15, 2009, in his 24th webcast, Daryl will be joined by singer-songwriter Diane Birch, whose passion for American music, which includes everything from the delta blues to Motown, California surf music, Top 40 pop and south Philly soul, mirrors the same eclectic influences that inspired Hall.

Past shows have included some heavy music hitters, such as Smokey Robinson, Krieger and Manzarek formerly of the Doors, Nick Lowe, and John Oates himself. You can view all of these as archived material. And Daryl's got a fully equipped sound studio in his home, so the production values are top notch.

How fitting that the writer of "Private Eyes" is letting us into his home to share his love for music!

Photo via LiveFromDarylsHouse.com.

Where the Wild Things Are Action Figures

One of the most beloved children's books, Where The Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak is also one of the most anticipated films in recent memory. Director Spike Jonze is on a streak of genius, having delivered such classics as Being John Malkovich and Adaptation as a director, along with Synecdoche: New York as a producer. This makes the anticipation of Where The Wild Things Are, a movie that is going to come rambling forth from our collective infant unconscious, even more heavy.

And if you've got the Wild Things fever, MedicomToy company is releasing Where The Wild Things Are action figurines so you can put the wild little buggers on your shelf and let them keep your crazy heart company all day and night.

Called Kubricks, there are eight characters from the book: Carol, Douglas, Bull, K.W., Ira, Alexander, Judith, and, of course, the beloved protagonist, Max. Due to be ready for shipping in late October, you can pre-order them here. It's $54.99 for all eight, and each figure stands approximately 2 inches tall with the stylization and articulation that have made Medicom's Kubrick figures such a hit among collectors.

One thing that's drawing attention to Jonze's film is that it's live-action: no computer animation was used ... all puppets and people in large costumes (designed by Jim Henson's people, no less). The mesmerizing effect is certain to burn these characters even more solidly into your mind, generating the deep kind of affection that comes the drama of living beings. How better to carry that affection to the next level than by decorating your room with them?

Go ahead. Drool over the trailer, go see the movie (it opens Oct. 16), and then you can head home and let your own little Wild Things run free.

Photo via MedicomToy.

The Uncommon Value of the Commons

It was great news today that Elinor Ostrom had won the Nobel Prize in Economics. And while perhaps the best part is that she's the first woman to ever win a prize in that category, it's also good news because now we might see more attention going toward what Elinor Ostrom has been studying and, in her own academic way, preaching about for years. And that is the uncommon value of the Commons.

In economics, the Commons basically refers to natural resources -- oil, air, water, land, forest, etc. They are things which, technically, no one owns, but which many use, exploit, and often destroy for financial gain. The complexity of the Commons is that it can be difficult to assess their "market value." If you're an economist (or politician or pundit) who thinks everything should be valued according to what it would get on the market, figuring out the market value of items in the Commons is merely a matter of asking what someone would pay for it. But, of course, it's not that easy -- nor that beneficial to our long term viability as a species.

The difficulty of figuring this out, and the results this has had on our natural resources, has given rise to a phrase -- The Tragedy of the Commons, described perfectly here. Bottom line: a natural resource is worth a whole lot more than it would get on the market, yet when it is only valued according to such an assessment, it is usually exploited beyond any further use; i.e., it goes away and thus loses all its value in the future.

Ostrom has spent her career alerting us to the problems that arise when we value our natural resources only according to their market value. And as such, she has done us, and our earth, a great service. Congratulations, Elinor Ostrom!

Photo via Indiana University.

DoPeace – Empowering Civic Activism

If you're into creating peace in our world, participating in the kind of civic actions that bring about harmony among people, there's a great new place for you to socialize with other like-minded activists online -- DoPeace.ning.com. It's basically a MySpace for Peaceniks.

The DoPeace site is a community of, by and for volunteers with The Peace Alliance, the Student Peace Alliance and the Campaign for a U.S. Department of Peace. On this site, folks come together to celebrate, support and foster effective and FUN citizen-based peace activism.

On the site you can create a MyPeace page, join a group for your State and Congressional district, make friends with fellow peace activists, sign up for an event, upload event photos or videos, start or participate in a discussion, or write your own blog. The number of ways to get involved in the peace community via DoPeace are staggering and inspiring. The DoPeace Overview video will help you get started. Or you can check out the Community Norms, Tips and FAQ.

Part of struggling for peace is feeling a bit isolated as the world rages around you. DoPeace is where you can cure that isolation and get you closer to those who share your passion for compassion.

Photo via DoPeace.ning.com.

Is Unschooling a Better Kind of School?

The grueling decision (for some) between sending their kids to school and home schooling just got a middle term. It's called "unschooling," and while it generally occurs among people who are home schooling, it's actually not home schooling because it's home unschooling. Get it?

So, what is unschooling? Apropos the consciousness of the movement, you'll find as many definitions as you'll find practitioners, or unpractitioners. Here are some definitions taken from Unschooling.com:

Unschooling is primarily about process not content. The process of learning, the process of knowing yourself, openness, confidence, self-determination, independent thinking, critical thinking ... none of which one gets when following other people's agenda. Making one's own agenda is what it is all about. Again this is done not in isolation but in the context of one's family and community. -- Joel Hawthorne

Unschooling isn't a method of instruction, it's a different way of looking at learning. - Linda Wyatt

Unschooling is following your children's lead. Allowing them to learn from a wide variety of experiences and resources. Start right from where you are and enjoy. - Sandy

There are many more here.

Essentially, unschooling is removing the "Do this like I tell you to" from the educational soup and replacing it with "Let's do what you want to do." This creates a more organic, process-oriented, personalized learning experience. To those who say things like "What about math?" or "Children need structure!" or "Education is all about taking instructions," the Unschoolers reply, "All of that is possible in the realm of the unschool." Discovering ways that children WANT to do math and then doing it with them; finding structures that work for children based on their desires for structure; giving them instructions that help them do the things they want to do -- these are the ways the unschool addresses such concerns.

Whether or not it works is, of course, open to discussion, but it's a fascinating discussion to have. And with the trend toward schools letting children read the books they want to read, not the books that the academy says they should read, and finding ways to fit the curriculum to the child's particular learning aptitudes, it would appear as if unschooling is making its way into the schools, which is about as good a recommendation as a resistance movement can get.
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The Brain Benefits of Poker

If you think poker is just a game, Professor James McManus has something to prove to you. Since 1996, he's been teaching a course on the literature of poker at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, but his interest in poker goes much beyond its place in American books. His assertion, outlined in this excellent article in The Chronicle for Higher Education, is no less than that poker is a major educational, epistemological and social force in our society that can be linked in many ways to some of our most important people, events and psychological developments.

Take, for instance, what Barack Obama, who had a hard time being initially accepted as a community organizer and then politician in the old boy backrooms of Chicago, said: "When it turned out that I could sit down at [a bar] and have a beer and watch a game or go out for a round of golf or get a poker game going, I probably confounded some of their expectations." Specifically, he's referring to the regular Wednesday night game he began with a fellow Democrat called The Committee Meeting.

There's also the role poker has played in the life of Bill Gates, America's most successful businessman and the world's richest human. In his book, The Road Ahead, Gates outlines clearly how important poker games were to him during his four semesters at Harvard. It's at the card tables he met Steve Ballmer, now the CEO of Microsoft, who called their company's original business plan "basically an extension of the all-night poker games Bill and I used to play back at Harvard." Of the game, Gates says, "In poker, a player collects different pieces of information -- who's betting boldly, what cards are showing, what this guy's pattern of betting and bluffing is -- and then crunches all that data together to devise a plan for his own hand. I got pretty good at this kind of information processing."

The way poker has primed the minds and careers of some of our most important citizens is good news for those who love the game. Not only are you enjoying yourself (and hopefully winning some green!), you're also honing your thinking skills and establishing potentially important social connections. Ante up!

Rooftop Wind Turbines Blow Into Town

Imagine the freedom and ease of green conscience you would experience by putting a customized, light-weight wind turbine on your roof that could send off-grid electricity straight into your domestic sockets. Reality? Yes. Thanks to The Power Collective.

The product is called The Ridge Blade, and it's exactly what you need to achieve that eco-freedom - a windmill for the top of your house that shoots watts into your home. Using micro-wind generation technology, the turbine is designed to reliably produce electricity in low or variable wind conditions while also not looking like some huge structure that would cause erstwhile Don Quixotes to go scrambling up your domicile to do some tilting.

It's placed on the ridge line at the top of a building and uses the existing roof structure to collect gusts that naturally channel over the surface. This kind of design means it will work in areas that aren't super windy, including urban, rural, and environmentally-sensitive areas where bird crashes are a concern.

With the Ridge Blade, it turns out to be a breeze to generate home-based green electricity! They aren't available yet, but visit the website to get on their info list and you could be the first on your block to drop off the grid.

Photo via The Power Collective.

Reclaiming Life from the Greatest Loss

As the saying goes, there is nothing worse than losing a child. The grief and devastation that follow can linger for years; indeed, for a lifetime. And those who have experienced it suddenly feel the unwilling members of a club in which the only prerequisite for membership is suffering the unthinkable.

But one thing is certain. Childlessness doesn't have to mean isolation, because there are support groups, special therapy sessions and there is Pregnancy and Infant Loss Day. Sponsored by the group Remembering Our Babies, October 15 is day on which those who have lost can share their feelings with each other and tell the world in a positive way what they never wished to have to speak. The day even gained recognition by the US government when the House of Representatives passed Resolution #222, making the holiday official.

Remembering Our Babies is an organization that was created to provide support, education and awareness for those who are suffering or may know someone who has suffered a miscarriage, an ectopic pregnancy, a still birth or the loss of an infant. They enable parents in the process of reclaiming their lives, remembering the ones they've lost, and regenerating hope. As they say, "Too many families grieve in silence, sometimes never coming to terms with their loss. Our goal is to help others relate to our loss, know what to say, do or not say, not do and to help families live with their loss, not 'get over' their loss."

According to a 2004 National Vital Statistics Report issued by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in 2000, 15.6% or 1,003,000 of the 6,401,000 pregnancies in the United States ended in either a miscarriage or stillbirth; the CDC also indicates that in 2003 the number of live births in the United States was 4,093,000, and of those births, 27,500 ended in the death of an infant under the age of one.

If you know someone who has lost a child, reach out to them today and say you care. And if you yourself have lost a child, there are others like you ready to give support.

Photo via RememberingOurBabies.net.

Story Pirates Bring Kids’ Tales to Life!

If you've got a kid who loves to write and act in his/her own stories, or you're part of an organization (school, church, theater company) that could use some assistance exciting your younger members to take part in the creation and performance of their own dramatic ideas, there's a great group of folks you should check out - The Striking Viking Story Pirates.

The Pirates adapt and perform stories written by kids as a way of celebrating the words and ideas of young people, to promote literacy as a vital part of early childhood education, and to preserve the spark of youthful creativity often lost in the transition to adulthood.

Founded in 2003, the Pirates' programs have grown to reach tens of thousands of children each year. By focusing on the power of communication and self-expression, SVSP gives children the tools to become confident, literate students, and encourages kids to become more thoughtful and passionate writers and speakers -- in and out of school.

The cornerstone of the company is the Play/Write Program, a series of creative writing and drama workshops that lead to a sketch comedy show acted by adults and comprised entirely of stories written by kids. Described as “Monty Python meets Schoolhouse Rock,” the award winning musical sketch comedy show performs each Saturday at 2pm at the Drama Book Shop in New York City.

The Pirates do birthday parties, seminars, school events and classes, and pretty much anything else that involves exciting kids about writing and acting.

Book 'em (they operate in NYC and Los Angeles) and sail the high seas of kid-generated children's theater!

Below's a great clip of the Pirates at work.

Photo via The Striking Viking Story Pirates.

Night Creams – Rejuvenation or Ripoff?

Night creams are a line of products which magically enable (mostly) women to labor at the task of keeping their skin healthy and young-looking while they sleep. Their marketing tags claim that they rejuvenate, regenerate, restore, resurface, and re-everything your skin, all while you loll away in slumberland.

StriVectin's Resurfacing Serum promises to gently remove “surface imperfections, minimizing the appearance of large pores, evening skin tone and improving the overall health of skin for a smoother, younger-looking, more vibrant complexion.” And Estee Lauder's got their Synchronized Recovery Complex, which offers a "comprehensive, high-performance anti-aging serum-inspired by groundbreaking DNA research-brings your skin a dramatic reduction in the visible signs of aging." Woah.

But do they work? That is nearly impossible to say, at a scientific level at least. The problem is that beauty products are not subject to the same stringent FDA rules when it comes to revealing research methods and findings, so the cosmetic companies are tight-lipped about how they come to make (let alone prove) their assertions. When it comes to skin revitalizing products, the claims basically hinge on the idea that the skin has an internal clock, knows night from day, and at night the skin cells go through a natural revitalizing process that these products enhance.

So, the best way to know is to try them and see how your skin looks and feels. One woman I know who uses the cream, NY actress Stephanie Bolt, swears by them, claiming "my skin feels fresher and smoother when I put the cream on at night." Or, as they say, the proof is in the putting.

Photo via Estee Lauder.

Is the Battle of the Sexes Over?

recent article in Time Magazine, spurred by a study done in conjunction with the Rockefeller Foundation, gives a sweeping and somewhat startling look at the state of women in America today. Primarily concentrating on economic and social status, the article concludes that women have never been more powerful -- financially, politically, and domestically. The stats speak for themselves:

- Almost 40% of all women are the primary breadwinner or providing essential income in the home.

- For the first time in history, women make up the majority of the workforce.

- College campuses are now 60/40, in favor of women, with close to half of all law and medical degrees going to women.

- Half the Ivy League presidents are women; three of the four most recent Secretaries of State have been women; two of the three top news anchor positions are about to be filled by women.

So, that raises the question, is the Battle of the Sexes, begun over 40 years ago by 60's style feminism, over? One could point to other indicators that seem to imply it's not:

- Many professions remain mostly male, such as hedge-fund management, surgeons, civil engineers.

- Women still only earn 77% of what men earn.

- Women do more work in the home.

However, looking at the overall picture, one can't help but step back in awe at the way women have addressed the inequalities surrounding them so intractably just a few generations ago. Women are becoming richer, more influential, more powerful, freer, and the trend only looks to be going in the right direction. Indeed, as the author of the article states, one can imagine in a generation or so the discussion being about how we can work to help men realize their full potential in an attempt to heal society of its ills (as is so often said of women now, especially in relation to developing countries).

My assessment is that the battle is over, but small skirmishes still exist on the fringes among those who haven't yet heard that we're all on the same side now. And that is truly good news.

Photo via Flickr.com.

How To Get the Most Our of Google Adwords

Seems like everybody is an advertiser these days. And I don't mean we all walk around dressed like "Mad Men." I'm referring to the proliferation of advertisers as Google AdWords: i.e. using AdWords to get traffic and sales for your services/products.

So, how to make the most of it? While AdWords is touted for its simplicity, there are a host of tricks that will help you get the most bang for your buck.

- Be sure AdWords is right for what you're selling. For AdWords to work, your service/product needs to be something people are searching for on the web. If they're not, and that's usually because they don't know it exists, you're better off spending money on traditional advertising and better SEO (Search Engine Optimization).

- Set a realistic budget. In other words, be careful. The minute you hit that AdWords "go" button, your ad will proliferate, and you could possibly spend big fast, which might not be what you want.

- Focus on local markets. If what you're selling is dependent on people coming to you, use the AdWords localizing feature to have your ads only appear to those in your area.

- Narrow your keywords. When entering the all-important search terms, use quotations to nail phrases, not just single words, that people are searching.

- Create landing pages. Instead of sending people to your basic homepage, create a special page that is just about what you're selling. Conversion will increase.

- Monitor your traffic. You have to check it often and make sure you're not getting a bunch of junk traffic, such as surfers in Spain when you have a TV repair store in Ohio.

- Consider a professional. There are companies, and individuals, out there with vast experience in AdWords optimization. It might be worth your money to get them on the job.

Good luck!
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Flying Improves

Sure, flying an airplane will never be a perfect experience, and it's always a lot of fun to get cranky about the major carriers and their inept approach to people carrying, but the fact is that the last few years have seen some innovations in flying and airport environments that are good news for travelers. Here are a few:

- Cathay Pacific Airways has reconfigured the economy-class seat to be more comfortable for those in it AND those behind it: As the seat reclines, the bottom slides forward, but the back stays in place. No chair in your face cuz the guy in front wants to recline. American Airlines is reportedly adopting this style of seat as well.

- Sick of harsh light that keeps you from napping on a long flight? The airlines are responding. Virgin America has an in-cabin lighting system that calmly rotates through 12 shades of violet to match the time of day. Air Canada, Malaysia Airlines, Singapore Airlines, and Thai Airways also offer mood lighting on many long flights.

- How great would it be to check your luggage at a bus or trains station before you get to the airport? In many cities, you can. For instance, passengers can check their bags at London's Paddington station (for Heathrow flights), Vienna's Wien Mitte station, Moscow's Kievsky station, and Hong Kong station. If you're at Walt Disney World, your hotel will check your bags for you.

- WiFi and sockets are on their way on planes. Virgin is offering them now, and other carriers are scrambling to catch up. Planes are soon going to be high-speed, in-the-sky offices, which is great news for business travelers.

Let's hope all the airlines and airports get the message from these innovators and start adopting measures that bring a smile to people's faces when they think of taking to the air.

Photo via Wikimedia Commons.

Kidrockers Rock Out Pumpkin Fest 2009

Got kids? Like rock? Then Kidrockers is for you.

Kidrockers is an organization that brings together indie bands (and comedians) for concerts that kids and their parents will love, if rock (and comedy) is anywhere in the familial music gene. Their all-ages shows are designed to bring families together to enjoy new music. Artists perform original (not specifically made for children) songs in a manner that is both authentic and kid-friendly. Past artists include Matthew and Ira from Nada Surf, Los Campesinos!, Ra Ra Riot, The Subjects, The Jealous Girlfriends, The Spinto Band, Locksley, Chris Barron, Jeffrey Lewis, The Rosebuds, Kiss Kiss, Drink Up Buttercup, Undisputed Heavyweights, Levy, Looker, Reggie Watts, and many more. Kidrockers shows are hosted by Seth Herzog, Craig Baldo, Matt Dwyer, Greg Behrendt or Patton Oswalt.

"We love to hear great new music -- and so do our kids." says Kidrockers founder Beth Lorge.  "We want to create an opportunity for kids and parents to discover artists and get to see them play live in a fun, safe and comfortable environment."

And if you're in the NYC area, a chance to see a Kidrockers show is quickly approaching. They'll be rocking out at the Pumpkin Fest 2009 in Central Park on October 24th. Army Navy, Pretty Good Dance Moves, and LEVY and Found will be the featured bands, all whom happen to be in NYC for the CMJ Festival.

Kids and rock, together at last.

Photo via Kidrockers.

LiveStrong Fights for Healthcare

LiveStrong, the organization started by the Lance Armstrong Foundation to find a cure to cancer, is bringing its cause to Washington this week to fight for for better cancer treatment in the governmental health care package currently being debated among politicians.

Doug Ulman (pictured here), President of LiveStrong, will be heading to the capital on October 28, 2009, to meet with leaders in Congress to ensure the voices of cancer survivors are heard on healthcare reform.

He's bringing a petition with him which already has 50,000 signatures, and he's still looking for 25,000 more, so you can sign the petition here.

LiveStrong has a very clear mission when it comes to cancer and healthcare reform:

    * No American should be denied health insurance coverage because of pre-existing conditions.

    * No American should lose their insurance due to changes in health or employment.

LiveStrong sees the present as a pivotal moment in American healthcare reform. As they say: "Heated debate on healthcare reform has raged for months and dominated the news all summer long. Draft bills have now passed through the committee process in both the House and the Senate. As the bills are revised and move to the floor of both chambers, we need your help to remind our national leaders that the needs of cancer survivors must not be forgotten."

Doug will be hand delivering the petition to Congress. He'll be reminding them that Lance Armstrong himself was denied coverage when he had a pre-existing cancer condition. Clearly, something needs fixing, and LiveStrong is out to get it done.

Photo via LiveStrong.

Planning for a C-Section

Whether your C-section is announced after laboring for 48 hours or you schedule one with your doctor, you want the healing process from the surgery to go as smoothly as possible.

One thing that can prevent proper healing is internal adhesions. As a result of the natural healing process after surgery, internal scars called adhesions may form on or between internal organs and/or body tissue. The occurrence of C-section adhesions can be painful and debilitating, and more of a health issue than visible Cesarean scars on the outside of your body. These internal scars may also cause complications with future C-sections and other surgeries.

Now, one company — CSectionHealing.com — offers a product that can prevent this. It's called Seprafilm. It's a clear piece of film that is applied during surgery. It sticks to your internal tissues and separates your organs to help prevent them from attaching to one another as they heal during your C-section recovery. Seprafilm is made up of chemically modified sugars, some of which occur naturally in the human body. Once placed inside the body, Seprafilm becomes a gel that contours to your internal anatomy, and you will not feel its presence. You can ask your doctor to use Seprafilm during surgery.

Here's a great video on how the procedure works.

CSectionHealing.com also offers a free C-Section Information Kit that tells you all about the procedure and gives you a list of questions you should ask your doctor. Planning ahead for your C-Section is the best way to make sure you heal properly, leaving more time for you and your baby.

Photo via CSectionHealing.com.

End Your Fear of Public Speaking

They say the greatest fear, other than the fear of death, is the fear of public speaking. And indeed, for some people, public speaking is about on par with death. But unlike with death, there are some things you can do to prevent it from happening.

If you suffer from glossophobia (the official term for such a fear), you should check out UnDoItYourSelf.com. It's a site that claims to have a tested method, backed up by testimonials. The method is scientifically proven to end nervousness, shaking, "going blank," and word fumbling. It also ends the strain, pressure and sleepless nights leading up to the event. And ultimately it gives you the confidence you need to deliver your presentation powerfully and worry-free.

You can try out their method online, for free. During the trial, you'll find out:

    * What causes the fear of public speaking and what does not

    * Why most people will never get rid of this fear

    * Why being confident and having many accomplishments doesn’t get rid of the fear

    * Why it’s possible for you to get rid of your fear quickly

Should you decide to take their course, there's a lifetime guarantee, or your money back. Not bad.

Just imagine how nice it would be to not sweat, shiver, and vomit every time you have to give a presentation at work. Death might still be scary, but talking to others doesn't have to be.

Photo via UnDoItYourSelf.com.

