
Wednesday, December 26, 2018

Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 
T       

22
L i f e s t y l e

The US government shutdown may have
temporarily dimmed Washington’s
National Christmas Tree but never fear,

Santa Claus still came to town-with the military
tracking his path across the globe. Just as it has
since the 1950s the Canadian and American
defense agency NORAD delivered live updates
on the man in the red suit’s international gift
delivery route. NORAD eased the fears of
good little boys and girls concerned the tracker
might be down, after US lawmakers failed
agree on a budget, triggering a partial shut-
down of federal services, including the mainte-
nance of the Christmas tree outside the White
House.

“In the event of a government shutdown,
NORAD will continue with its 63-year tradi-
tion of NORAD Tracks Santa on Dec 24,” the
agency tweeted of the tracker, the Pentagon’s
largest public outreach program. “Military per-
sonnel who conduct NORAD Tracks Santa are
supported by approximately 1,500 volunteers
who make the program possible each and
every year.” The 3-D, interactive website
showed Santa on his delivery route, allowing
users to click and learn more about the various
cities along the way.

Just after 0645 GMT, Father Christmas’s
reindeer-powered sleigh was headed for

Monterrey, Mexico, having already delivered
more than six billion gifts. In addition to track-
ing St Nick, volunteers donning military garb
and Santa hats also respond to tens of thou-

sands of calls and emails from eager children
hoping to probe for details including their
Christmas wish lists.

Do you believe in Santa? 
The Trumps, who canceled their holiday trip

to Mar a Lago, their residence and club in
Florida, in light of the shutdown, took a turn
fielding calls from the White House on Monday
evening. “Hello, is this Coleman? Merry
Christmas. How are you? How old are you?”
Trump said when answering one call. But he
went on to raise doubts about Santa’s exis-
tence, asking: “Are you still a believer in Santa
Claus? ‘Cuz at seven it’s marginal, right?”

Melania apparently managed to skirt that
sensitive issue in calls she answered. “I want to
wish you a Merry Christmas. Thank you. Nice
talking to you,” she told one caller. The couple
later attended a Christmas Eve service at the
Washington National Cathedral. The Santa
tracker presented by the North American
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) dates
to 1955, when a Colorado newspaper adver-

tisement misprinted a phone number to con-
nect children with Santa and mistakenly direct-
ed them to the military nerve center hotline.

To avoid disappointing the eager children,
NORAD’s director of operations at the time,
Colonel Harry Shoup, ordered his staff to
check the radar to see where Santa might be
and update the children on his location.
Decades later volunteers are armed with a 14-
page playbook with talking points to respond
to queries from excited children. 

The Defense Department is able to follow
Santa’s journey thanks to satellites that pick up
heat from lead reindeer Rudolph’s bright red
nose, which “gives off an infrared signature
similar to a missile launch,” according to
Politico magazine. And for those kids skeptical
of Santa’s existence? “Historical data and more
than 60 years of NORAD tracking information
lead us to believe Santa Claus is alive and well
in the hearts of people throughout the world,”
the Pentagon’s handbook reads.—AFP

‘Aquaman’ makes 
a big splash to top 
N American box office

New Warner Bros. release “Aquaman” made
the biggest waves in North American the-
aters over the weekend with $67.4 million in

ticket sales, industry tracker Exhibitor Relations esti-
mated Sunday. That put it well ahead of two other
new holiday-timed releases, as Disney’s “Mary
Poppins Returns” took in $22.2 million for the three-
day weekend, flying slightly higher than Paramount’s
“Bumblebee” at $21 million.

Together, the three helped boost the year’s
domestic box-office revenue toward a record $11.8
billion, Hollywood Reporter said. “Aquaman” stars
Jason Momoa in a title role infused with new swagger
by director James Wan, with Variety calling Momoa’s
Aquaman “a bare-chested Hawaiian super-stud with
long, shaggy surfer hair and all-over tribal tattoos.”
The look seems to work: The film has already taken in
some $410 million outside North America.

“Mary Poppins,” while lacking truly boffo opening
numbers, is expected to follow past musicals in
enjoying a long box-office run.  The sequel to the
1964 movie stars Emily Blunt as the stern but kind-
hearted nanny (Julie Andrews in the original), backed
by Lin-Manuel Miranda of “Hamilton” fame. Dick Van
Dyke, Mary Poppins’ Cockney-accented friend in the
original film, makes a cameo.

“Bumblebee,” a prequel to the “Transformers”
movies, stars Hailee Steinfeld and John Cena. It drew
a lofty 94 percent rating from Rotten Tomatoes as all
three of the top grossing new movies earned strong
A- ratings from CinemaScores. In fourth was Sony’s
“Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse,” taking in $16.7
million. It has Peter Parker making way for Miles
Morales as a black, Latino Spider-Man.

And fifth spot went to “The Mule” from Warner
Bros., at $9.3 million. Clint Eastwood, who at 88 says
this will be his last acting part, directs and takes the
lead role as a destitute 90-year-old who turns to
transporting cocaine for a Mexican drug cartel.
Rounding out the weekend’s top 10 were:

“Dr. Seuss’s The Grinch” ($8.2 million)
“Second Act” ($6.5 million)
“Ralph Breaks the Internet” ($4.6 million)
“Welcome to Marwen” ($2.4 million)
“Mary Queen of Scots” ($2.2 million)—AFP

Military Santa tracker live 
despite US govt shutdown

“Are you still a believer 

in Santa Claus?”

US President Donald Trump
speaks on the telephone as
he answers calls from peo-
ple calling into the NORAD
Santa tracker phone line in
the State Dining Room of the
White House in Washington.

In this photo released by the US Airforce, volunteers work in the 2018 NORAD Tracks Santa Operation
Center on Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado Springs, Colorado. — AFP photos

The story of ‘Silent Night’ isn’t all church bells and
choirs. 200 years since it was first performed in
Austria, we follow its snow prints through the country

to discover how this simple lullaby of hope became the
world’s biggest Christmas carol.

On 24 December 1818, hours before Christmas Mass in
Oberndorf bei Salzburg, the assistant priest of the local
church, Joseph Mohr, passed a six-stanza poem over to
the parish organist, Franz Gruber, and asked him to com-
pose a melody to accompany it.

The pair then stood in front of the nativity scene and
sang ‘Stille Nacht’ for the first time, unaware that the
peaceful song would still be reverberating around the
world two centuries later. But with 30 million copies sold
in over 300 different languages, ‘Silent Night’ has become
the planet’s definitive Christmas carol. From the divine
inspiration to modern interpretation, here’s where to
unwrap ‘Silent Night’ in Austria.

Discover the divine inspiration in Mariapfarr
With glimmering crystalline lakes and a crown of colos-

sal snow-capped mountains, you would expect to see

legions of landscape artists setting up their easels among
the dandelion-dotted meadows of Mariapfarr. However, it’s
a portrait that gets the most attention here.

Inside the Church of Our Beloved Woman, a painting
depicting the Three Wise Men visiting a wavy-haired
Jesus Christ is thought to be the inspiration behind the
‘Silent Night’ line ‘Holy infant, so tender and mild’. Initially
penned as a poem by Joseph Mohr when the young assis-
tant priest was stationed at the village, the original line
reads as ‘Holder Knab im lockigen Haar’ (‘The lovely boy
with curly hair’).

Sing your lungs out at Salzburg Cathedral
Accentuated by some of the finest architectural

achievements of both man and Mother Nature, Salzburg
stands out as one of Europe’s most seductive fairy-tale
cities. It waltzes between bombastic baroque domes, strik-
ing cliff-top fortresses, cobbled arcades and the ripped
peak of its surrounding.

Without doubt, this is Mozart’s city - no matter how
hard the Sound of Music skips and yodels - but for ‘Silent
Night’ lovers, it offers a glimpse of the enchanted too. The

original yellowed manuscript of ‘Stille Nacht’ is quite liter-
ally hidden away in the Salzburg Museum - visitors have
to unpeel a protective cover to reveal it. For the definitive
taste of ‘Silent Night’ though, catch the Salzburg Cathedral
Choir performing the hymn on 24 December to the flicker-
ing glow of candlelight and the celestial climbing strings of
the orchestra.

Ponder modern interpretations in Wagrain
Once the snow starts to settle, the town of Wagrain,

80km due south of Salzburg, is pure postcard panoramas
as far as the ski goggles can see: alpine chalets, horse-
drawn sleighs, glistening slopes that dive down through
the treeline. Most visitors will be too busy skiing to take in
a gallery, but the new Silent Night Museum, which opened
in 2017, is well worth the detour. Wagrain was Mohr’s last
parish and he is buried in the local church, but rather than
just looking back at his life, the museum accesses the
impact of ‘Silent Night’.—-www.lonelyplanet.com

A Christmas carol: Unwrapping 
‘Silent Night’ in Austria


