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During the era of US racial segregation, a handful of
black female mathematicians managed to break social
barriers and propel the US space agency to new

heights - and soon their story will be a major motion picture.
This remarkable story has been told in the book “Hidden
Figures” by Margot Lee Shetterly, which was published in
September. 

The movie comes out in Januar y,  starr ing Taraj i  P
Henson-known for her role in the TV series “Empire” and for
her Oscar nomination in the 2008 film “The Curious Case of
Benjamin Button”-and Octavia Spencer,  who won an
Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor in 2011 film “The
Help.” Some of the female mathematicians worked with the
author’s father, an engineer at NASA’s Langley Research
Center in Virginia, a southern US state where racial segrega-
tion was the norm. Shetterly, herself an African-American,
was born in 1969, and remembers the women as “normal”
middle-class types, the mothers of friends who serve
peanut butter sandwiches to kids.

The mathematicians provided pivotal contributions to the
US space program, starting in the 1940s through to the
1960s, when the nation first sent men to orbit and then walk
on the Moon. It was not until Shetterly’s husband heard
about the women, during a visit with Shetterly’s father, that
she realized their story could-and should-be written in book
form. “My husband was like, ‘Wait a minute, I cannot believe
this. How can nobody knows the story’?” she recalled in an
interview with AFP.

Urgent need for mathematicians 
The heroines of the story are Dorothy Vaughan, Katherine

Johnson and Mary Jackson. The US involvement in World War
II in 1941 opened the door to them, Shetterly said. The coun-
try needed engineers and scientists to come up with new
technologies to help planes fly higher and faster. But segrega-
tion was still a reality. There were dozens of African-Americans,
both male and female, working as mathematicians and physi-
cists for the US space program, even as they were forced to
use separate bathrooms from whites, and were barred from
the same restaurants and schools frequented by whites.

The black women mathematicians at the center of “Hidden
Figures” were nicknamed “colored computers,” working apart
from the rest of the math unit in the west wing of the Langley
Research Center. By the end of the war, there were around 25
black women and two white managers in the unit. Soon how-
ever there was a new war, as the Cold War broke out between
the United States and the Soviet Union. The USSR launched its
first satellite, Sputnik, in 1957, raising the stakes for the United
States in the space race.

By 1958 NASA was formed, gathering all the nation’s space
activities, and the Langley Research Center was in charge of
the Mercury project, the first US manned space program. It
was then that the black mathematicians were integrated with
the rest of  NASA and tasked with making complex calcula-
tions about rocket launches. In 1959, Katherine Johnson-
played in the movie by Henson-and a white colleague were
the first to calculate the parameters of the first suborbital

flight in 1961 of astronaut Alan Shepard, the first American in
space. They also calculated John Glenn’s course, as the first
American to orbit the Earth in 1962.

According to the book, in 1962, Glenn asked that Johnson
herself re-check the figures one last time before he embarked
on the mission. Johnson’s math talents later helped determine
the trajectory of the Apollo 11 flight that landed Neil
Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin on the Moon in July 1969. The
women in the story are among about 80 black female mathe-
maticians who worked for the US space program from 1943 to
1980 — a time period that saw about 1,000 women employed
there, far fewer than the number of men.

Medal of Freedom 
In November 2015, US President Barack Obama gave

Johnson, who is now 98, the Presidential Medal of Freedom,
the highest civilian honor in the United States. Dorothy
Vaughan, played in the movie by Octavia Spencer, died in
2008. Mary Jackson, who died in 2005, was an aeronautical
engineer and is played by Janelle Monae. “Talent is distributed
among all populations, whatever the color of their skin,” said
Shetterly. “Given a chance, people can excel in these fields.”
She described the story of these women as “powerful source
of inspiration” that “we can learn from the past, in terms of
opening the doors for people to excel today.” — AFP

NASA’s black female mathematicians hit the big screen

Janelle Monae

The famed Michelin food guide launched its
first edition in mainland China yesterday,
awarding stars to elegant luxury establish-

ments as well as a humble haunt serving up
Cantonese staples. The inaugural edition covers the
commercial hub of Shanghai and gives stars to 26
restaurants, including the world’s least expensive
two-star establishment Canton 8 — a popular
lunchtime spot catering to local families.  “Canton 8
is a reflection of what can be found in Shanghai-
masterful, delicious and very good-quality cook-
ing,” said Michael Ellis, international director of the
Michelin guides.

Lunch there can cost as little as 48 yuan ($7),
Michelin said.  Chef Jian Jieming of Canton 8 said
he had “never dreamed” of making the list. He cred-
ited the fresh ingredients and “comfortable atmos-
phere” of the restaurant for its two-star award. The
publication of the inaugural mainland China edi-
tion follows the company’s first guide to Singapore
in July, when Michelin inspectors  gave stars to the
city-state’s famous street food stalls.

The guides, first published in France more than
a century ago to promote automobile travel, now
cover 28 countries and spotlight diverse cuisines
including Brazilian, Burmese, Cajun, Peruvian, and
Tibetan. But they are not without their critics, who
question whether the quality of street fare in
places like Hong Kong and Singapore can compare
to the French haute cuisine on which the guide’s
reputation was made. “We have to adapt to the
country,” Claire Dorland-Clauzel, executive vice
president at Michelin, told AFP.

“Our role is to promote quality food every-
where, not (only) French food.” The China guide
awarded its highest three-star rating to T’ang
Court, a cosy six-table Cantonese restaurant in The
Langham hotel, famous for dishes that include
braised sea cucumber and Wagyu beef. “The talent-
ed and creative chef Justin Tan offers cuisine in
which traditional Cantonese dishes rub shoulders
with some very modern dishes,” Ellis said.

After learning of the award, chef Tan told AFP he
“never imagined” winning three stars, adding that
he was now “very nervous”.  Restaurants that have
won a star from the culinary bible have in the past
built big businesses after being recognized, with
Hong Kong’s Tim Ho Wan and Taiwan’s Din Tai Fung
turning into international franchises.  Canton 8 can
likely expect to see a similar surge in customers. On
Tuesday night, before the release of the guide, the

inexpensive two-storey restaurant was filled with
only around 20 diners feasting on crystal prawn
dumplings and lobster porridge.  Regular patrons
expressed pride Wednesday in the recognition of
their local favorite, where tables were packed and
reservations required for lunch.

‘Overdue’ recognition 
A cosmopolitan city with a sprawling, tree-lined

French Quarter, Shanghai is the latest Asian city to
feature in the guide following the launch of edi-
tions focusing on Hong Kong, Taipei and
Singapore. “What makes Shanghai particularly
exciting is it’s been an economic and cultural cross-
roads for decades and the gastronomy of Shanghai
really reflects that rich history,” Ellis told AFP.
International recognition of Chinese cuisine is
“overdue”, said Fuchsia Dunlop, a cook and food
writer specializing in Chinese cuisine.  “China has
the most amazing gastronomic culture, and for his-
toric reasons it has not been at the forefront of
international gastronomy,” she said.  But she was
not convinced Michelin’s approach of sending indi-
vidual reviewers could truly identify the country’s
best restaurants. Chinese cuisine traditionally
caters to groups, with family-style meals consisting
of several shared dishes, she said. “If you have one
person going out to eat, it’s impossible for them to
get a sense of a full, balanced Chinese meal,” she
said. “Even if you went 10 times, you wouldn’t get a
sense of a meal with all the contrasts.” — AFP 

Leonard Cohen has spent a lifetime medi-
tating on his relationship to God and, at
82, he finds himself solitary as he wres-

tles with the ultimate metaphysical questions.
“You Want It Darker,” the 14th album by the
Canadian singer and poet, brings out Cohen
at his most classic and at his most probing as
he ponders the nature of the individual and
of the Almighty. Celebrating his 82nd birth-
day yesterday, his record label announced
that “You Want It Darker,” produced by his
musician son Adam Cohen, would come out
on October 21.

The album immediately opens with a
flashback to the cultural icon’s Montreal child-
hood with a rich yet mournful chorus from his
hometown’s Cantor Gideon Zelermyer and
Shaar Hashomayim Synagogue choir. Yet the
signature sound on “You Want It Darker” is
sparse, with resonant acoustic guitar and
string bass, the music reinforcing Cohen’s
lonesome spiritual quest. Cohen-whose best-
known song, the oft-covered “Hallelujah,”
explored God and the meaning of music-
returns to biblical heritage on the title track
of “You Want It Darker.”

“Hineni, hineni / I’m ready, my Lord,”
Cohen intones in his husky voice, employing
Hebrew to say “Here I Am.” Cohen in the song
struggles to reconcile with the existence of
evil-and how his life’s own bourgeois con-
cerns stack up in comparison. “They’re lining
up the prisoners / The guards are taking aim /
I struggled with some demons / They were
middle-class and tame / Didn’t know I had
permission to murder and to maim,” he sings.

‘I’m leaving the table’ 
The album reaches its most powerful

heights with Cohen’s melody-forceful, yet
made lighter with a dash of jazz-on “Treaty,”
which appears twice on the album, the sec-
ond time with a string quartet. Cohen on the
song questions the volatility of the heart,
using a treaty as a metaphor for a truce
between lovers. “I wish there was a treaty we
could sign / I don’t care who takes this bloody
hill,” he sings. Repeatedly on “You Want It

Darker,” Cohen appears to be reflecting on his
own mortality yet, paradoxically, questioning
the heaviness of the burden of assessing
one’s life.

“I don’t need a reason for what I became /
I’ve got these excuses / They are tired and
lame. “I don’t need a pardon / No, no, there’s
no one left to blame / I’m leaving the table /
I’m out of the game,” he sings to a dark waltz.

Late-career burst of creativity 
Cohen, his influence and legacy undisput-

ed, had unofficially retired in the 1990s and
retreated to a Buddhist monastery in the Los
Angeles area. He initially resumed music for
an unspiritual reason-his longtime manager
was found to have stolen much of his savings.
But Cohen has found a new burst of creative
energy since his return, with “You Want It
Darker” following the emotionally intense yet
more musically diverse album “Popular
Problems” in 2014.

Cohen, who has been quiet on the public
stage for the year until releasing the album,
has made clear in ways other than his music
that he is aware of his advancing age. After
the death in July of Marianne Ihlen-the
Norwegian woman with whom he lived on
the Greek island of Hydra and who inspired
his song “So Long, Marianne”-her friend
revealed a final letter from Cohen in which he
declared his “endless love” and wrote, “I think I
will follow you very soon.” With the serious-
ness on “You Want It Darker,” Cohen shows lit-
tle of the more ironic side that gave him a
pop culture mystique in the 1980s.

Yet there may be a hint of his old playful
side. After releasing his last album, he joked
that his resolution at age 80 was to resume
smoking after years of depriving himself for
health reasons. The cover of “You Want It
Darker” shows a grim, unshaven Cohen sport-
ing a top hat-and a cigarette dangling
between his fingers. — AFP

Leonard Cohen at 82, darker

and solitary before God

Michelin launches first mainland China guide in Shanghai

Master chef of Canton 8 restaurant, Jie Ming Jian poses
with his cheapest dish of ‘prawn dumplings’ in front of
the restaurant, which was awarded two Michelin stars.

Master chef of Tíang Court, Justin Tan reacts on stage after the announcement of his
three stars award of the Michelin Guide Shanghai yesterday. — AFP photos

Master chef of Tíang Court, Justin Tan, prepares a
desert in his kitchen at the Tíang Court restaurant.

Master chef of Canton 8 restaurant, Jie Ming Jian cooks vegetables in the kitchen of the
restaurant, which was awarded two Michelin stars.

This file photo shows musician Leonard Cohen as he performs at Madison Square Garden
in New York City. — AFP 

The ‘prawn dumplings’ is the cheapest dish of the Canton
8 restaurant.

US actress Kathy Bates, best known for her por-
trayal of an obsessed fan in “Misery,” accepted
a star on Tuesday on the Hollywood Walk of

Fame and dedicated the honor to a young girl bat-
tling an illness. The 68-year-old actress spoke emo-
tionally at the ceremony, recounting how she
believed her career was over several years ago until
she was offered a role on the series “American Horror
Story.” She said the award-winning show created by
Ryan Murphy had “literally brought me back to life,”
coming at a time when she was dealing with health
issues and the cancellation of her NBC show “Harry’s
Law.”

She also recalled her big breakout in Hollywood
at age 42 thanks to her memorable Oscar-winning
performance as a deranged nurse obsessed with an

author played by James Caan in the 1990 film
“Misery,” based on the Stephen King novel. “Sixty
years ago I stood not far from this very spot with my
beloved aunt Lee,” she recalled, speaking in front of
the TLC Chinese Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard.
“We were going to see ‘The King and I.’ And then 34
years later I came back to this very theatre with
another king by the name of Stephen with a movie
called ‘Misery’ that changed my life.”

Shirley MacLaine and Billy Bob Thornton-who
will share the screen with Bates in the upcoming
“Bad Santa 2”-also spoke at the ceremony praising
Bates for her talent and charity work. “She is the type
of actor who is not only loved by the public, the fans
and the critics but also actors who know how good
she is and what she can do,” Thornton said. “I’m

gonna keep this short and tell you that if I could be a
woman, I’d be Kathy Bates.”

The actress who has survived both ovarian and
breast cancer dedicated her star on Tuesday to an
eight-year-old girl named Emma, whom she said
was like her battling lymphedema, a condition often
associated with cancer patients and which causes
swelling of the limbs. — AFP

‘Misery’ actress Kathy Bates gets Walk of Fame star

(From left)  Actors Shirley MacLaine,
Kathy Bates and Billy Bob Thornton
attend the Hollywood Walk of Fame

ceremony honoring actress Kathy
Bates with a star, in Hollywood,

California. — AFP


