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ON 15 APRIL 2019, the world learnt the terrible news that Notre Dame 
Cathedral, Paris•s famous landmark building and popular tourist attraction, 
was ablaze. � e unimaginable had happened, but with its magni� cent 
800-year-old roof sti l l smouldering in ruins, the enormous e� ort to restore 
the medieval beauty began. In •Saving Notre Dame• (page 62), we take a 
look at the restoration e� ort involving expert scientists and historians from 
across France to identify the most suitable natural materials to rebuild the 
cathedral•s roof and preserve its other unique structural features. 

We also delve into the intriguing life of Coco Chanel, creator of another 
French icon, Chanel No. 5 (•Smell Like A Woman•, page 36). � is year, the 
perfume celebrates its 100th anniversary, and though one of the most-
recognised global brands, the lesser-known story of its origins and brill iant 
creator makes great reading. Other unmissable reads celebrate the theme 
of family, starting with a special tribute to fathers from their daughters 
(•Daughters And Dads•, page 86) … this reader-contributed 
compilation is magically heart-warming. 

� is month•s drama-in-real-life, •Lost On Burke 
Mountain• (page 48), is a sobering account of how a 
young father•s hasty decision while on a mountain 
hike with his two children turned to disaster. � en, 
our Making A Di� erence feature highlights the very 
personal journey of one man who now strives to 
help ex-prisoners and families of prisoners with 
life•s daily challenges (•Human Hearts•, page 24). 

Happy reading,

Restoring An Enduring Icon 

LOUISE WATERSON  
Editor-in-Chief

EDITOR•S NOTE
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Work ing With Robots
I found •Welcome, Robots• (June) 
an insight ful read. While I 
mar velled at the technology, I 
wor r ied where it  might end. 
Robots may be more ef f icient but 
not at the expense of humans … or  
so I thought . When Mark Bor man 
said, •We•re going through a 
generat ional change ... in 
agr icultureŽ and that younger  
people aren•t choosing these jobs, 
previously I would have thought it  
best to encourage humans to f i l l 
these posit ions, not a robot ic 
workforce. But it  doesn•t have to 
be one or  the other, it  can be a 
collaborat ive ef for t .       RAY POULSON

The Lasting E� ect  
Of A Golf Game
•Golf, A Game of Life• (My Story, 
June) resonated with me. At the 
high school where I taught, the 
sta�  always had a golf day on the 
� rst day of the Christmas holidays. 

Let us know if you are moved … or provoked
… by any item in the magazine, 
share your thoughts. See page 8 for how to join the discussion.

Having young children meant that 
I couldn•t attend but one year, my 
in-laws were visiting so o�  I went. 
At the � rst tee, I l i fted the club and 
attempted to hit the ball. Failed! So, 
I swore at it and had another serious 
go. Result? It didn•t move and I 

Reader•s Comments And Opinions

LETTERS
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Let ters

Come up with the funniest capt ion 
for the above photo and you could win 

$100. To enter, email 
editor@readersdigest.co.nz 

or see details on page 8.

CAPTION CONTEST

Congratulat ions to this month•s 
winner, Sophia Dinsdale.

The new � exible working 
arrangements were taking  

some getting used to.
NATALIE STANWAY

My boss asked me to take my work 
seriously by putting my head down.

RAJ SANEJA

I can do this job standing on  
my head. SOPHIA DINSDALE


I•ve found an easy way to bring 
down the overheads.�

KARTHIK SHANMUGAM

DOING THE LEGWORK
We asked you to think up a clever 

capt ion for this photo.

ended up on the ground. Someone 
recognised what looked like a knee 
injury. � e doctor said that it was a 
torn carti lage which would probably 
worry me in later age. Having now 
turned 80, it is a regular pain!

WENDY HUDDLESTON 

Compassion Still Exists
I was deeply touched reading 
•Raincoats for Change• (June). 
Dipa Swaminathan•s small but 
signi� cant act of kindness towards 
the migrants in Singapore is 
truly inspirational. In a world 
that is bankrupt of compassion, 
Dipa•s initiative con� rms that 
humanity exists and all is not lost. 
� rough their e� orts, Dipa and her 
volunteers have shown that small 
actions can go a long way in helping 
the needy. SHUBHA APTE 

WIN A PILOT CAPLESS 
FOUNTAIN PEN
The best letter each month will 
win a Pilot Capless Fountain Pen, 
valued at over $200. The Capless 
is the perfect combination 
of luxury and�ingenious 
technology, featuring a one-
of-a-kind retractable fountain 
pen nib, durable metal body, 
beautiful rhodium accents and 
a 14K gold nib. Congratulations 
to this month•s winner, Wendy 
Huddleston. 

WIN!

readersdigest.co.nz   7
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Future Forecaster
Whether they like it or not, the 
leaders of the world should listen 
to what Petteri Taalas has to say 
(•� e Climate Forecaster•, June). � e 
UN•s top meteorologist says that we 
can still save the planet if we work 
together. � is is a forecast based on 
co-operation and not confrontation.

MICHAEL WOUTERS 

Grandma Knows Best
Your article on folk remedies (July) 
brought back memories of my 
grandmother, who had •strange 
ideasŽ according to some of my 
relatives, but whose advice was 
always sought when there were 
medical problems. She advocated 
the use of goat milk for babies when 
they su� ered from eczema and used 
something involving marigolds 
which seemed to help spots.

I would reluctantly accept some of 
her medications, complaining about 
how revolting they tasted but never 
querying the fact that they worked. 

MARY ANDERSEN

Sent imental Items
I remember being at our family 
holiday cottage as a child, selecting 
a Reader•s Digest from the shelf, 
tucking into my sleeping bag and 
digging in. � e magazines had  
been bought by my grandparents, 
who were no longer around.  
Reading those issues made me feel 
connected to them. BRENDA BOWLES

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 
AND READER SUBMISSIONS 
Online readersdigest.co.nz/contribute 
Email editor@readersdigest.co.nz 
Mail Editor, Reader•s Digest, PO�Box 
90489, Auckland 1030

Include your name, address, phone number 
and email.
Letters: We may edit letters and use them in  
all print and electronic media.
Submissions: All submissions become our  
property on payment and subsequent 
publication in the magazine. We may edit and 
fact-check submissions. For terms and 
conditions, go to www.readersdigest.co.nz/
terms-and-conditions/ submission-guidelines. 
We cannot return or acknowledge material 
not accepted for publication.

Anecdotes and Jokes $50-$100 
Send in your real-life laugh for Life•s 
Like That or All in a Day•s Work. Got a 
joke? Send it in for Laughter Is the 
Best Medicine! 

Smart Animals Up to $100 
Share antics of�unique pets� 
or wildlife in up to 300�words.

My Story $400 
Do you have an inspiring or�life-
changing tale to tell? Submissions 
must be true. 
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COM P I L ED B Y V I CT ORI A  P OL Z OT

In her London home, 44-year-old 
professional clown Samantha 
Holdsworth is singing and dancing 

for social workers 8000 kilometres 
away in Bangladesh, who erupt in 
laughter. The Zoom call is a training 
session to equip them to entertain 
Rohingya refugee children.

Holdsworth is founder of Clowns 
Without Borders UK, a charity that 
brings comic relief to children in 
conflict zones and disaster areas. She 
launched the chapter of the Spanish-
based non-profit in 2014. •There is 
glorious defiance in their work,Ž she 

says. •They don•t accept that crisis, 
conflict or the threat of violence are 
more powerful than children having 
the chance to laugh.Ž

Before the pandemic, NGOs would 
invite Holdsworth and her 17-clown 
team of volunteers to perform for at-
risk communities around the world. 

A standard performance consists 
of slapstick comedy, juggling, song 
and dance, and was held in an easily 
accessible open space. Since the 
pandemic, Holdsworth has shifted her 
focus on helping local artists continue 
her work in their own communities. 

NEWS WORTH SHARING

Bringing Smiles To Children In Con� ict Zones
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Exploring Creative Talents

Two years ago, Diane 
Lloyd started at 
Artsenta … an 

art studio for people 
who use mental 
health and addiction 
services … and found 
acceptance and joy in 
creating pottery.

Artsenta is a shared 
art studio in Dunedin. 
It•s free and provides space and 
equipment to create jewellery, 
music, paintings, drawings, 
ceramics and prints. Specialist 
artists teach skills and, as creative 
coaches, develop art plans to guide 
the creative work.    

Artsenta was founded on the 
belief that the arts, creativity and 

Left: Some of Diane•s 
work. Above: Diane 

working at the Artsenta 
studio in Dunedin

self-expression are essential to every 
person•s emotional, physical and 
spiritual wellbeing, and that those 
in the mental health community 
should be given the opportunity to 
realise their creative potential. Diane 
credits the studio for helping her 
achieve the right balance she has 
now found. 

Once saddled 
with some of 
Australia•s 

highest electricity 
prices, the state of 
South Australia now 
has the cheapest 
in the country. The 
turnaround started 

less than 20 years 
ago, when the state 
began switching 
from a primarily 
fossil fuel system 
to wind and solar 
power.

An estimated 40 per 
cent of households 

in South Australia 
have rooftop solar 
panels. With 60 per 
cent of its energy 
needs provided by 
renewables in 2020, 
the state has set a 
target of 100 per cent 
by 2030.

State Is A Renewable Energy Powerhoue

readersdigest.co.nz   11
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The 
Pandemic  
Lit Up Our  

Village
Being together in lockdown 

had a br ight side

MY STORY

I
n late March last year, just a 
month after Pakistan•s first 
reported case of COVID-19, 
I returned to my vi l lage, 
Shujghal. The vi l lage sits at the 

highest peak of the Hindu Kush 
mountain range in the eastern 
valley of Tirich Mir. It is comprised 
of just 16 houses, and each one 
belongs to members of my family. 

As is the case during the winter 
months, when resources are more 
scarce in the vi l lages, most of us 
head to cities such as Islamabad, 
Peshawar and Lahore. I teach 
English at a private school in 

BY Salman Mujtaba

Peshawar but the COVID-19 
lockdown meant I had to return 
to Shujghal. On the upside, the 
lockdown reunited my cousins and 
I for the first time in years.

To pass the time, most nights 
after dinner we would play cards. 

Our vi l lage had been without 
electricity since 2016, when f loods 
damaged our local hydro power 
plant. 

After a few nights of trying to 
play under a faint solar l ight, we 
came up with a plan to bui ld our 
own l itt le power plant using water 
pressure to generate electricity. The IL
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My Story

Terich River f lows by the vi l lage so 
we knew it was possible.

We proposed our idea to the 
residents and most, appreciating the 
importance of electricity, agreed we 
should see if the project would work. 

The first thing we had to do 
was raise money. Vil lagers gave 
donations … everyone contributed 
according to their means … some 

more, some less. We allocated 
PKR�1�mill ion (A$8340) for 
machinery and were able to buy a 
mix of new and used equipment. 
After many meetings over the 
course of two weeks, we had 
successfully managed to raise the 
necessary funds and did not need to 
take a loan from the bank. 

There were about 23 of us 
providing the labour … we all got 
involved in any way we could. 
Among us, we had carpenters and 
masons and my elder brother was in 
charge of looking after the finances. 
We got technical assistance from 
an engineer cousin, Maqbool I lahi, 
and his friend. Households without 
expertise pitched in by feeding us 
lunch. Once we•d settled on the site 
and completed our research, we 
were excited to get started. 

May 28 was our first day on the 
job. We started work at 8am and 
finished at 4pm. Our first task 
was to blast stones and dig the 
water channel which was around 
610�metres long. We completed the 
channel in just three weeks and 
were very pleased and proud to see 
the water run through it. 

The next step was digging 
the two-metre deep reservoir, 
followed by the construction of the 
powerhouse, which took almost four 
weeks. Everything was going to plan 
and we worked enthusiastically to 
complete it.

Salman Mujtaba is a 27-year-old English 
language teacher. He lives in Peshawar and 
enjoys writing poetry and playing sport.  
He is a social activist and proud to have 
taken part in the micro hydro plant project. 

readersdigest.co.nz   13
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THEN, SEVEN WEEKS into the 
project, on July 17, tragedy struck. As 
we were coming back from the site 
a stone rolled down from the cliff 
above us and struck my cousin Habib 
Ullah. The blow to his head was so 
intense that he passed away four 
hours later on the way 
to the hospital.

We were so shaken 
that we couldn•t 
face going back to 
work. Out of al l of us, 
Habib Ullah was the 
most enthusiastic 
about bringing 
power to our vi l lage. 
It was hard for us 
to muster up the 
courage to return 
to the site but we 
wanted to finish it as 
a way to honour Habib Ullah.

As August drew to a close, we 
found the strength to return 
to work. This included setting 
the machinery and fixing the 
transmission l ines. Work became 
very hard at this t ime because, as 
the lockdown restrictions were 
loosening, some of my cousins 
returned to the cit ies and we lacked 
manpower. Thankful ly some 
neighbouring vi l lagers volunteered 
their services for a day or two at a 
t ime. This went on for five weeks.   

At last, on September 29, 2020, 
we l it up Shujghal. Everyone in 
the vi l lage and al l those that 

had volunteered took part in the 
celebration party. 

The total capacity of the micro 
hydro power plant (MHP) is 
25�kVA and it is more than enough 
for 16�houses. The total cost of 
machinery was PKR�1.2�mi l l ion 

(over A$10,000) 
and labour 
PKR�1.4�mi l l ion 
(almost A$12,000). 
There was no 
contribution from 
the government or 
non-governmental 
organisations.

I •VE LEARNT that 
these kinds of 
voluntary projects 
can be managed by 
small vi l lages in a 

well-planned and honest way and 
I•ve seen how these communities 
can boost developing countries 
from a grassroot level. 

Despite losing my beloved 
cousin, the project gave me the 
opportunity to learn and labour 
in a way that I had never before 
experienced.  

Our vi l lage now has a power 
supply from 3pm to 9am dai ly and 
l i fe is much easier.

Do you have a tale to tell? We•ll pay 
cash for any original and unpublished 
story we print . See page 8 for details 
on how to contribute.

THESE KINDS OF 
VOLUNTARY 

PROJECTS CAN 
BE MANAGED BY 
SMALL VILLAGES
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Fin al ly ,  
a g ood  reason  
t o  d o  i t  lat er .

Condit ions, b reak fees and  elig ib ilit y criteria app ly. 
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You could earn cash by telling us  
about the ant ics of unique pets or 
wildlife. Turn to page 8 for details  
on how to contribute.

up or else Charlie Pitt, the village 
pound master, would impound her. 
When I returned for her after school, 
I found her tangled up. As I tried to 
untangle her she slipped and fell on 
top of me. I thought that I was done 
for, laying in the mud underneath a 
heavy cow. 

Lassie was on top of me for about 
� ve minutes when she heaved herself 
to her feet. I was able to breathe 
again. I was extremely relieved as 
I didn•t know how I would have 
escaped the mud and Lassie. 

Our  Luck y Escape
E. PETER VAUGHAN 

In the 1940s our family l ived in a 
small farming town at the junction 
of the Darling and Murray rivers 
in the far south west of New South 
Wales. My parents ran a hotel 
business and my grandfather, who 
lived with us, was the yardman. At 
the time there was a severe drought 
and grass was very scarce.

We had a Jersey cow called Lassie. 
� e only cow in the paddock, she was 
big and a great milker. My job, as a 12 
year old, was to take Lassie down to 
the river each day where the feed was 
good. On this particular day, I tied 
Lassie to a long rope so she could 
reach better grass. She had to be tied 
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... Can be relied on to do the unexpected
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Smart  Animals

Covered in muck and weeds, I 
didn•t receive a warm welcome 
from my brothers when I returned 
home. My grandfather, on the other 
hand, was very happy as Lassie 
produced an extra bottle of milk 
that afternoon. Sti l l, I made sure 
that I never tied Lassie too close to 
the river again.

Scamp Lends A Hand
GABRIELLE CAVANAGH

Scamp, my 18-month-old miniature 
fox terrier, is extremely l ively and 
full of mischief. Scamp loves to 
play ball, which usually turns into 
a game of chase. He jumps through 
hoops and sits on top of his kennel 
just l ike Snoopy in the Peanuts 
cartoon strip. If the weather is cold, 
he pulls the blankets out of his 
kennel and drags them to a spot in 
the sunshine and settles down to 
enjoy the warmth.

Another favourite game is to 
sneak into the house and steal a 
shoe or slipper and run away with it. 

� ere is no way he wil l part with his 
prize. He wil l tease me and allow me 
to almost grasp it, but then dash o�  
with it with a cheeky grin on his face 
as if to say, You can•t catch me. � is 
may go on inde� nitely unti l I am 
thoroughly exhausted. I am always 
the � rst to tire.

Recently, I was working in the 
garden. I always wear gloves 
when doing gardening but, on this 
occasion, I could � nd only one. � e 
other must have fallen from my 
pocket so my left hand was bare.

Casually, as if speaking to a 
human, I said, •Scamp, I can•t � nd 
my other glove … have you seen it?Ž 

I went on digging and Scamp ran 
o�  somewhere chasing butter� ies 
or whatever else it is that l itt le dogs 
like to do. 

I was surprised when, a few 
minutes later, he came back and 
dropped my glove beside me. He 
made no attempt to grab it and tease 
me but stood there wagging his tai l 
and grinning as if to say, Here you 
are, I have found your glove. 

Did he understand what I had 
asked him? 

I wonder.
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Why Does My Dog Do That?
Habits that leave dog owners shaking their heads

PETS

SOME OF THE HABITS OF DOGS can seem strange and 
downright o� -putting at times. However, most of these 
puzzling behaviours are perfectly normal for dogs and 
it is how they make sense of their world. Veterinarian 
Dr Katrina Warren explains the reasons behind some 
of the natural and instinctive actions of our canine 
companions.

WHY DO DOGS SNIFF EACH OTHER? While we 
humans � nd this habit a strange one, it•s the way dogs 
greet each other and how they pick up information 
about the other dog by detecting its scent and 
pheromones.

A dog•s sense of smell is thousands of times more 
acute than ours. A human has around � ve mil l ion 
olfactory receptors whi le a dog has around 300 
mil l ion. When dogs sni�  each other•s rears they are 
detecting scent molecules and pheromones from the 
anal sacs. � ese anal sacs are unique to each dog 
and give information about their gender, health and 
reproductive status.

WHY DOES MY DOG FLICK GRASS? � is is also 
normal dog behaviour after it has done its business. 
Dogs have scent glands in their feet that secrete 
pheromones. When a dog scu� s the ground they are 

BY Dr Katrina Warren

Our regular pet 
columnist , 
Dr Katrina Warren, 
is an established 
and t rusted  
animal expert . 
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releasing and spreading 
pheromones. � ese 
pheromones are a form of 
communication and are a way 
for a dog to mark its territory 
and provide information to 
other dogs about gender and 
availability to mate. If there 
are other dogs around, you 
may notice your dog kicking 
with more vigour.

Scu� ng is generally harmless but 
can become a problem if they are 
digging up your garden or scu� ng 
on hard surfaces. You can manage 
this by teaching them to do their 
business in a designated spot or 
having them on a lead.

OTHER BEHAVIOURS � e habit  
of eating stools is called coprophagia 
and, although revolting to us,  
is a common problem in puppies 
and dogs.

For many puppies, it is a part 
of their exploratory behaviour 
and something they usually 

grow out of. � ere are numerous 
medical reasons why an adult 
dog may do this and these should 
be discussed with your vet. � ey 
include parasites, malabsorption 
syndromes, a poor quality diet, 
constant hunger and certain 
prescription medications. Other 
causes are behavioural and include 
boredom, isolation and stress.

Remove the opportunity for your 
dog to access stools by keeping  
your dog on a short lead whi le 
walking. Give your dog lots of 
mental and physical activity to  
help al leviate boredom.

Dogs have a sense of smell that is thousands  
of t imes more acute than humans

€ Contrary to popular 
belief, dogs do not see 
the world only in black 
and white. Scientists 
believe that their vision 
is similar to that of a 
person who has red-
green colour blindness.

INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT DOGS
€ Dogs and many other 
animals have three 
eyelids per eye. The 
third eyelid is called the 
nictitating membrane 
and helps to keep the 
eye clean and prevent  
it from injury.

€ Dogs have 18 muscles 
in their ears and can 
move them 
independently which 
means they can swivel 
them in the direction  
of a sound. Their ears 
also express emotions. 
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Achoo!

Why are some  
adults developing  

allergies they never  
had before?

HEALTH
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BY Viviane Fairbank

T
he world is full of 
allergens, such as food, 
bugs, pollen, latex, drugs, 
mould, animals and more. 
Many of us assume our 

susceptibility to them develops only 
during childhood, so if you don•t 
have allergies in your 20s, you won•t 
get any. But researchers are � nding 
it•s possible for adults of all ages to 
acquire allergies … even if they•ve 
never had one before.

In 2019, for the very � rst 
systematic study of allergies in 
adulthood, the Center for Food 
Allergy & Asthma Research (CFAAR) 
surveyed approximately 40,000 
people across the US and found that 

one in ten were food-allergic.  
Half of those people, the survey 
revealed, developed at least one of 
their al lergies after the age of 18. 

•We were very surprised by 
the results,Ž says Ruchi Gupta, 
CFAAR•s director. Her team had 
long suspected, based on anecdotal 
evidence, that rates of adult-onset 
food allergies were rising, but they 
didn•t expect the number to be so 
high. 

While CFAAR•s study primarily 
looked at food allergies, it also 
provides insight into other types 
of allergies, since people with one 
type tend to have others. � at•s 
because our bodies react in a similar 
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way to them all: after exposure to a 
benign substance that the immune 
system mistakenly sees as harmful, 
antibodies cause cells to release 
chemicals such as histamine, which 
triggers in� ammation. � is is the 
body•s way of protecting itself from 
potentially dangerous substances. 
But as a side e� ect, histamine 
brings on hives, watery eyes, nasal 
congestion and, in some severe 
cases, a drop in blood 
pressure, leading to 
anaphylactic shock. 

While scientists don•t 
know for sure what causes 
new allergies to form in 
adults, Gupta•s team has 
identi� ed some likely 
triggers. Exposure to a 
new environment, such  
as after a move to a 
di� erent climate, could introduce 
new allergens to your system.  
People experiencing a hit to the 
immune system (such as a viral 
i l lness) or going through hormonal 
changes (such as puberty or 
menopause) may also be at higher 
risk of developing new allergies, 
since their body•s defence systems 
may already be weakened. 

Unfortunately, it•s not always 
easy to discern which allergy you 
have or whether you really have 
one. According to Gupta, people 
can easily mistake food poisoning 
and food intolerance for allergies. 
To identify a real one, doctors might 

conduct a blood test, a pinprick test 
(when a small amount of an allergen 
is inserted into the skin), or an •oral 
food challenge•, when a patient is 
supervised by a doctor while they 
consume a particular food. 

� ere•s no one-size-� ts-all 
treatment for allergies, but 
antihistamine medication serves 
as a helpful over-the-counter 
treatment for mild symptoms. To 

address environmental 
allergies, doctors can 
prescribe a regular series 
of injections that gradually 
expose and habituate the 
immune system to larger 
doses of the allergen. New 
treatments, such as oral 
immunotherapy, which 
is the same basic idea but 
through ingestion, are an 

option for food allergies.  
Gupta•s research is at an early 

stage, and it•s sti l l unclear whether 
adult-onset allergies eventually 
resolve or persist for l i fe. � at•s 
why the best strategy may be 
preventative, says Christopher 
Warren, a researcher at CFAAR: 
to avoid developing allergies, a 
good bet is to expose ourselves to 
allergens regularly, so our body is 
acquainted with the substances. 
Children and adults should be 
eating a healthy, diverse diet that 
includes, i f possible, the most 
typical allergens, such as shell� sh, 
milk and peanuts. 

Health

THERE•S NO 
ONE-SIZE-
FITS-ALL 

TREATMENT 
FOR 

ALLERGIES
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Keeping It 
Regular

Daily habits to promote 
healthy bowel movements
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BY Lisa Bendall

M
aintaining good bowel 
health is important for 
your overall health. � e 
best way to promote 

optimal digestive health is to drink 
plenty of water and consume high-
� bre foods at every meal.  

EXERCISE  Regular physical activity, 
such as a brisk daily walk, can help 
prevent constipation. 

BOOST YOUR MICROBIOME  You 
share your gastrointestinal tract with 
about 100 trillion microbes, and that•s 
a good thing; a diverse ecosystem 
keeps you healthy. If you•re not getting 
enough � bre, probiotic supplements 
can help promote healthy bacteria.

KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON  Stress 
can impact your digestive system. � e 
gut literally has a mind of its own … it•s 

lined with millions of nerve cells that 
make up what•s known as the enteric 
nervous system … and it sends signals 
to the brain, and vice versa. � at•s 
why if you feel anxious, you may get 
cramps and diarrhoea. Conversely, 
research has found that strategies to 
reduce stress can improve symptoms 
in people who have irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS). 

UNDERSTAND HORMONAL SHIFTS  
Hormone � uctuations also seem to 
a� ect your gut. Both men and women 
experience hormonal shifts as they 
get older, which is thought to be 
in� uenced by the decreasing diversity 
and robustness of our microbiome as 
we age. Unfortunately, these bacterial 
changes can weaken immunity.

ADVERSE EFFECTS  All kinds of 
drugs, from antidepressants to 
blood pressure pills, list diarrhoea 
or constipation among potential 
side e� ects. •If your medication is 
giving you bowel problems, talk to 
your doctor,Ž says gastroenterologist 
Dr�Geo� rey Turnbull. 
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Irregular

Blocked &

Straining?

Phloe® is a natural digestive health formula derived 
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Y
our mother is not well at 
the moment,Ž Firdaus Ab-
dul Hamid heard his father 
say during a visit to the 
Singapore prison where 

he was incarcerated. It was 2003, and 
23-year-old Firdaus was a reluctant in-
mate. The young repeat offender was 
no stranger to prison life but learning 
of his mother•s i l lness, with father 
and son separated by a thick glass 
panel and speaking through a corded 
phone watched over by guards, was 
devastating. •Please pray for her,Ž his 
father said. 

Back in his cell, Firdaus•s thoughts 
turned to his mother resting at home, 
enduring the pain and discomfort of a 
breast cancer operation, diabetes and 
heart disease. Despite her illness, she 
made a point to visit him every week, 

After  changing his life, 
an ex-offender  helps 
convicts and other 
former pr ison inmates 
get back on track

BY Lam Lye Ching

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

walking the one kilometre from the 
prison bus stop to the visitors• room. 
Her visits were his lifeline. •She would 
talk about my sister and other things 
happening outside prison,Ž Firdaus re-
calls. •For me, seeing her was enough, 
it made me feel human again.Ž

When his father broke the news 
about his mother•s weakening con-
dit ion, he was serving the longest 
impr isonment he•d yet faced … an 
18-month sentence for being absent 
without official leave from the Sin-
gapore Armed Forces (SAF), as wel l 
as insubordinat ion and other of-
fences. A harsh reality hit him: •I felt 
the punch … what i f she passed away 
while I was sti l l in prison?Ž 

It was the fi rst step of a long and 
difficult road to redemption.

PRISON EXPERIENCE
Firdaus left school at age 15, soon 
after his parents divorced. He found 
a job as a dishwasher at Changi Air-
port, and later worked long hours as 
a canteen helper, a cleaner and a bus-
boy. Despite his labours, his monthly 
salary was S$1500. Occasional ly he 
gave his mother $100 for expenses but 
for the most part, he spent the cash on 
himself and partying in nightclubs. He 

•
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THE RIGHT PATH
•I told mysel f enough is enough. I 
rebooted my brain. I wanted to pay 
forward and make her happy,Ž says 
Fi rdaus. He was scheduled for the 
pre-release programme where pris-
oners are given smal l  pr ivi leges, 
such as reading books and watching 
television. But fol lowing his father•s 
visit, Fi rdaus went to the officer in 
charge and asked for those privi leg-
es to be withheld. •Punish me all the 
way,Ž he said, which meant staying 
in his prison cel l unti l the day of his 
release with •no extrasŽ. 

However, when 
he was released, he 
found i t difficult to 
find a job wi thout 
proper qualifications. 
He needed to study 
fur ther  but  found 
people reluctant to 
help because of his 
past, •saying that I•d 

just find my way back to prisonŽ.
Firdaus found help when a close 

friend recommended him for an as-
sistant technician job at a local ma-
rine engineering company. For the 
next six years he got by with a salary 
of $900, before joining a Norwegian 
marine company. Over the following 
six years he worked his way up from a 
technician to a marine engineer. The 
company sent him on large projects to 
Southeast Asia, Africa and Saudi Ara-
bia and his salary jumped to a five-fig-
ure amount. 

soon found a bar attendant job. But as 
his social circle grew, Firdaus slipped 
into the wrong crowd, joining a gang 
and playing his part in their activities.

His young life began to spiral out 
of control after he was caught driving 
without a licence. He reacted angri-
ly, throwing his wallet at the police 
officer, which saw him sentenced for 
four months. • I felt proud going to 
prison then … but that was my youth,Ž 
said Firdaus.  

Searching for a stable life, he quit 
the gang and joined the SAF, where 
he was placed in its combat division. 
But three years later, 
whi le doing train-
ing in the forest, he 
tripped on a tree root 
and fell, dislocating 
his left shoulder. The 
injury healed bad-
ly and Firdaus was 
no longer able to do 
combat  work. He 
was transferred to the army•s logistics 
division and his salary was reduced. 
Firdaus found the change traumatic. 
Unable to manage his mood swings, 
he landed in trouble and in army de-
tention. •I was frustrated and demor-
alised,Ž he says. 

•I love combat work so I started to 
quarrel with the officers, I fought in 
camp, I absconded from work and I 
was even absent without official leave 
(AWOL).

•But when I heard that my mother 
was sick, it pushed a button in me.Ž

REA DER•S D I GEST

Unable to  
manage his mood 
swings, he landed 
up in trouble and 

back in pr ison
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Proud of his achievements, 
Firdaus left to launch his own 
logi st i cs and engi neer i ng 
company. However, after two 
years, he realised that running 
a company was much harder 
than being an employee. After 
winding down the company, 
he took a contract job in Sau-
di Arabia helping set up petrol 
stat ions, before his l i fe took 
another dramatic turn. 

I n June 2017, Fi rdaus re-
turned to Singapore for a hol-
iday to celebrate Har i  Raya 
Puasa (a religious holiday that 
marks the end of Ramadan) with 
fami ly and friends. Exhausted after 
a long day visit ing relat ives, he fel l 
asleep at the wheel whi le dr iving, 
crashing the family•s car into a tree. 
His wi fe and three chi ldren were 
seriously injured, and Firdaus frac-
tured two ribs. The trauma that fol-
lowed affected his sleep and mental 
health. He suffered f lashbacks and 
constantly worried about the family•s 
spirall ing medical costs. 

Absent f rom Saudi  Arabia for 
months, Fi rdaus also lost his job, 
but he stayed posi t ive, saying he 
was • just thankful that my fami ly 
was al ive.Ž  

The l i fe-changing event made Fir-
daus determined to give back to oth-
ers, and at the age of 38, his dreams 
of studying final ly became a reality. 
He received a Study Award in 2018 
from Mendaki, a self-help group, and 

graduated with a diploma in counsel-
ling at Kaplan Singapore, while work-
ing as a freelance marine engineer. 

One year later, wi th h is diplo-
ma under his belt, Fi rdaus and a 
few fr iends founded the non-profit  
organisation Human Hearts.

Human Hearts focuses on assisting 
current- and ex-offenders to navigate 
the social, emotional and psycholog-
ical journey towards rehabi l itat ion 
and reintegration into the commu-
nity. It also offers support in fami ly 
care, youth guidance and education.

Last year, when Firdaus lost his 
job due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and funds for the organisation dried 
up, he and his friends pooled their 
money to keep Human Hearts activ-
ities going. Human Hearts has about 
300 beneficiaries and four volunteers 
and depends on private donations 
for its operations. •We are not an IPC 

Firdaus and his volunteers help  
ex-o� enders get their lives back on t rack
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organisation [an organisation reg-
istered under Singapore•s Charities 
Act], so it is very difficult for us to get 
funding to run our programmes,Ž says 
Firdaus.

But he is not one to avoid chal-
lenges. While doing odd jobs such as 
cleaning, house painting and delivery 
services to eke out a living, Firdaus has 
helped find homes 
for ex-convicts made 
homeless and jobless 
during the pandem-
ic, and supported 
them with their rein-
tegration to a stable 
life. •So far, they have not relapsed,Ž 
he says.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Firdaus would get two people per 
week coming to his centre for help. 

He also visits prisoners for coun-
selling. •I don•t plan a programme for 
them,Ž he explains. •I just talk to them 
and tell them •you are here now, I 
don•t need to know your past, just tell 
me what you want to do•. 

•One session can carry on for four 
or five hours. I want our beneficiaries 
to leave our centre with something.Ž

One pr isoner he helped rehabi l-
i tate had a very car ing fami ly, but 
he init ial ly relapsed because he was 

not comfor table with the special 
t reatment he was gett ing at home. 
He turned to drugs for respite, Fi r-
daus recal ls. •It is not easy because 
it is unl ike a mass programme that 
is usual ly given to ex-offenders. I 
focus on the heart. I f the heart can 
heal and repai r itsel f, other things 
wi l l fal l into place,Ž he says.

Hu m an  H ear t s 
takes an holistic ap-
proach by offer ing 
its beneficiaries help 
wi t h  speech  and 
language training, 
counselling, as well 

as support for offenders• children with 
behaviour or learning issues in school. 
During one counselling session, for 
example, a beneficiary revealed that 
his daughter was doing poorly at 
school. Human Hearts found out that 
the child was dyslexic and they taught 
her to read and write. Eventually, she 
even wrote her own book which is 
now for sale on Amazon Books. 

Fi rdaus is current ly looking for 
sponsorship and plans on doing a de-
gree in psychology and criminology. 
He hopes to develop Human Hearts 
into a hub where other organisations 
can come together to support former 
offenders holistically.  

•If the hear t can 
heal and repair 

itself, other  things 
will fall into placeŽ 

Grammatically Speaking
The following can be read forwards and backwards: Do geese see 
God? Any word, sentence or phrase which can be read the same 

forwards and backward is called a palindrome.
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NEW  ZEALAND

Hannah’s wish is for a 

family RV trip to see a t iger! 

You can help mor e 
w ishes come t r ue. 

HANNAH’S W
ISH

DONATE

makeaw ish.or g.nzwww.bookshq.net



Rick Stein
AS TOLD TO Caroline Hutton
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I REMEMBER...

ƒ SITTING IN PUB CAR PARKS WHILE 
MY PARENTS ENJOYED A DRINK  
My younger sister Henr iet ta and I 
would wait in the back of my Dad•s 
pale blue Jaguar gett ing bored with 
our ginger beers and crisps. Or we•d 
lurk by the door unti l they came out 
and the exotic waft of beer and cig-
arette smoke would bi l low forth. My 
parents weren•t alcoholics; they just 
enjoyed the pub atmosphere. Those 

memories are one of the reasons I 
now own a pub myself, The Cornish 
Arms in St�Merryn. 

ƒ LEARNING TO COOK  I picked it up 
from my mother. She used to make 
spaghet t i  bolognaise, which was 
pretty radical in those days. She did 
really nice puddings; apple charlotte 
and wonderful crumbles and bread-
and-butter puddings. 

Restaurateur  and television personality Rick Stein 
tells Reader•s Digest the good, the bad and the often 
hilar ious memor ies that have helped shape his life
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