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IN JULY19881 I discussed some of the unsolved problems relating
to aluminium. As it happened, it was in this same month that the
South West Water Company accidentally tipped 20 tonnes of
aluminium sulphate into a tank supplying about 20 ()()()people in
the Camel ford district of Cornwall. 2 Some people drank quite a
lot of this unpalatable mixture and developed diarrhoea. Within
a short time people began complaining to their family doctors of
joint pains, skin rashes, mouth ulcers and later, of loss of
memory and personality changes. All this occurred in the period
preparatory to the privatization of the water industry, and it was
alleged that the accident was related to cost cutting by the
company, in an effort to appear attractive to potential investors.
Naturally, efforts to minimize the disaster only created suspi-
cion, and after a considerable delay an expert committee was
appointed to look into the episode. Though headed by an emi-
nent chemical pathologist, there was no toxicologist on it. The
committee, which did not report until July 1989, dismissed the
people's symptoms as being due to anxiety, and said it was
unnecessary to take urine or blood samples, since aluminium is
so poorly absorbed. But the suspicion and symptoms refused to
go away, and a conference was convened in February 199()3to
examine the evidence collected by a number of experts-all
working independently. The conference was told that a few
people, with apparently normal renal function, had abnormally
high blood levels of aluminium up to one year after the event,
and that in 2 out of 8 bone biopsies (on different subjects) there

r were stainable deposits of minute amounts of aluminium in the
bone tissue. Psychologists appear to have confirmed the mental
symptoms, such as loss of memory and reduced efficiency. All
this is against the background of the connection between alumin-
ium and Alzheimer's Disease, to which I referred in my July
1988 letter.

IT ISTO BEhoped that the next environmental disaster will be
managed more effectively. There is now a long list of environ-
mental mishaps where proper investigations were not done, and
authoritative reports never issued. Chernobyl, Bhopal, Camelford
and now the release of beryllium oxide in the USSR· (too soon to
expect a report yet). The world community needs to learn from
these episodes and without the facts they cannot take the steps
necessary to prevent future disasters. There is still no interna-
tional body with adequate resources to help countries which
suffer from a major environmental mishap.

ITSEEMSINVIDIOUSto discuss political upheaval in the UK at a
time when India's troubles are far more serious. Mrs Margaret
Thatcher's downfall has occurred at last, and a new 47-year-old
Prime Minister has been elected. Mrs Thatcher managed to
alienate the other eleven members of the European Community
and rejected outright any suggestion of a federation. This cata-
tonic posture alarmed her colleagues, who regarded her as an
electoral liability. So they engineered her 'dethronement'; her
successor, Mr John Major, was elected, from three candidates,

after a series of exciting ballots. Apart from the confusion on
European community affairs, the economy is in a mess, Poll Tax
resentment smoulders on, and in the last two by-elections the
Conservative candidates were decisively defeated by Labour.
But the war in the Gulf may change the political scene.

THEONLYCHEERFULpolitical event recently has been the election,
as President of the Republic of Ireland, of Mrs Mary Robinson;
not only is she the first woman to hold this post, she is also the
youngest, and, in contrast to her predecessors, holds liberal
views on divorce and contraception. It looks as if Ireland may at
last be able to develop on lines other than those dictated by the
Vatican.

A FASCINATINGPIECE of archaeological history has recently emerged,'
linking ancient Babylon with Cochin and Israel. In the I920s Sir
Leonard Woolley, excavating a royal cemetery in Ur in Southern
Iraq, discovered a lapis lazuli board with twenty squares: this
was called the Royal Game of Ur, but no one knew the rules.
Recently Dr Irving Finkel has deciphered a cuneiform tablet in
the British Museum which describes how the game was played.
Until a short time ago it was assumed that the game had become
extinct but seven years back an Israeli anthropologist visiting
Cochin was given a wOOden board by the then leader of the
Cochin Jewish Community; the board was later dated as belong-
ing to the late nineteenth century. From a photograph of the
board in an Israeli journal Dr Finkel recognized it as a modem
version of the Royal Game. Dr Finkel thinks that the Jews
brought the game with them when they migrated to India in the
early centuries AD.He then set out to find a Cochin Jew who
knew the rules, and eventually traced an eightyfive-year-old
woman who had emigrated to Israel and had played the game,
called Asha. Presumably all this helped Dr Finkel to decipher the
tablet.

THEBUILDUPto Christmas gets earlier each year, my first sighting
of Father Christmas, complete with tinsel grotto and tinkling
•Silent Night' was on the first of October. Gift catalogues have
reached a new peak (or low) of idiotic conspicuous consump-
tion, for the man or woman who has everything. The Natural
History Museum in London is evidently short of money and
offers a telephone (quacker) in the shape of a duck, a spider
watch, lizard earrings, chocolate sardines, and a pig-shaped
sponge which sings 'Old MacDonald had a farm '.6 From other
catalogues I have collected the following: 'Catch spiders this
easy way' with a 'scoop operated by finger trigger', and a 36-
inch long handle not only helps you reach insects in different
places, but also lets you do so at arm's length.' And a 'Phantom
Pet': 'this highly entertaining product consists of taking a rigid
electronic lead with elaborate dog collar attached for a walk. Of
course, the invisible pet is only in the minds of the bemused
onlookers. Or is it? Press a button on the handle for one of four
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realistic animal sound effects to be released. Barking dog,
mewing cat-or for the ultimate in urban surrealism, clucking
hen and mooing cow! Takes 2AA batteries (not supplied)'. This
is apparently a sensational bestseller in the United States," I
would rather play Asha.
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JOHN BLACK

Till 1989, celebrations marking the Great October Revolution
were something everyone took for granted. This time, amid
growing controversy and debate about that very revolution, it
needed a Presidential decree to emphasize that the USSR would
still observe 7 November as a national holiday and festival. Even
so in some of the Republics parades had to be cancelled and
celebrations curtailed due to public hostility and fears of violent
confrontations. Though protest demonstrations did take place in
Moscow there was the usual spectacular grand parade in Red
Square. After the marchpast by units of the armed forces came
the civilian columns made up of trade union members, factory
workers, farmers and students. As one of these batches reached
the centre of the square a man pulled out a sawn-off shot gun and
fired two shots at the Soviet leaders standing on the dais atop
Lenin's Mausoleum 50 metres away. This could have been
lethal but the man missed. He was quickly overpowered and
carried off shouting 'I want to kill Gorbachev'.

The would be assassin was Alexander Shmonov, a 'ventilator
fitter' from a factory near Leningrad. He lived with his wife and
two-year-old daughter in a workers' hostel near his factory. He
was well liked by his fellow workers and supervisors, who
described him as 'pleasant', 'honest', 'easy to get along with'
and 'level headed' but added that he could be obstinate at times.
His father had been the district head of the Communist party in
the same region. Last year Shmonov joined an opposition group,
the Leningrad Popular Front, and became actively involved in
their work. Such opposition parties won the recent civic elec-
tions both in Leningrad and Moscow. During the parade in
November 1989 Shmonov took part in counter-demonstrations
in his own region distributing pamphlets and carrying placards
with slogans like 'Direct election for Head of State' and 'To the
memory of the victims of the October Revolution'. His behavi-
our was peaceful and orderly.

The question being widely discussed here is what could have
led such a man to adopt this extreme measure to register his
protest? In recent months politically motivated violence dubbed
by the media as the 'Shmonov phenomenon' has shown an
alarming increase. A self-styled anti-Zionist Yevseyev was killed,
an activist priest Father Men was brutally hacked to death and
offices of independent newspapers were gutted by fires. There
have been many similar incidents, almost all unsolved with no
arrests or convictions.

Legislators, sociologists and psychologists have been trying
to dissect and explain this alarming escalation of violence in
their society. The incidents do not follow any pattern. They are
anti-left and anti-right but without the markings of any central
organization. Most analysts agree that they are parallel to what
happened in the I970s in the West, that is 'diffusion terrorism'-
individual acts of amateurs taking 'justice' into their own hands.

The most commonly accepted reasoning which sounds quite
plausible is that this is the effect of the breakup of a rigidly
organized social system. A strictly ordered and supervised social
structure has been broken down under glasnost and perestroika.
There has been no clearly defined alternative offered to a people
who have in the past got used to being told what to do next. For
several generations they have witnessed the violent and at times
brutal methods used to solve social and political problems. From
their school years they had been imbued with the idea that each
one was personally responsible not only to defend the 'mother-
land' from external threats but also to weed out the undesirable
elements from within. The past few years have been a period of
crisis and instability. The old order has broken down and beliefs
held for decades.have been eroded. Shmonov's District Chair-
man says that in recent months there have been many threats of
hunger strikes and self-immolations. 'People have nothing to
eat, nowhere to live and nothing to believe in.'

It is not surprising that many people are confused and dis-
oriented. Fear can lead to aggressive behaviour at times and
perhaps this offers a partial explanation for what is happening in
this society today. Added to this is the fact that the chances of
being caught and punished are remote. The forces responsible
for maintaining law and order are under great strain. They also
have to deal with a growing trade in illegal arms, black market-
eers, and a spurt in thefts, muggings and drug trafficking. In an
unprecedented press conference the heads of some of the law
enforcement agencies (Chiefs of Police and the KGB and Head
of the Justice Department) admitted that the situation was get-
ting out of hand and they were unable to cope!

An old Russian joke seems to apply aptly to the present
situation. When the journalists went to the police to complain
about the fires in their offices they were told 'why do you trouble
us with these petty' matters. Come to us only when you are
murdered.'

P. KAPOOR


