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Fe a t u r e s

An AFP journalist checks the DoorDash food delivery application
on her smartphone in Washington, DC. — AFP 

(From left) Sudanese chef Ahamed Mohamed, Morrocan chef assistant Souhaib Chabchaoui, Syrian
chef Hala Doudieh, Spanish Elena Suarez, founding partner of the Refusion restaurant, Venezuelan chef
Yolanda Medina and Venezuelan chef assistant Daniel Colmenares, pose outside the Refusion restau-
rant, staffed by refugees and migrants chefs from Syria, Sudan and Venezuela in Madrid. — AFP 

A still image shows musician
Dagmar Turner playing the vio-

lin during brain surgery at
King’s College Hospital in

London. — AFP 

DoorDash has began the process of
going public with a US stock offer-
ing that could value the popular

restaurant meal delivery service at more
than $10 billion. San Francisco-based
DoorDash said it confidentially registered
with market regulators at the Securities
and Exchange Commission for an initial
public offering of shares, allowing the
company to begin work on the listing with-
out disclosing its finances. 

The price and number of shares had yet

to be determined. DoorDash backers
including Japanese financial titan SoftBank
have pumped more than $2 billion into the
startup, which last year was given a valua-
tion of nearly $13 billion. DoorDash, found-
ed in 2013 by Tony Xu and two other
Stanford University students, serves some
4,000 cities in the United States and
Canada and reaches some 80 percent of
US households. 

The startup has expanded to Australia
and Canada. DoorDash late last year

revealed that a breach of its system
exposed data of nearly five million cus-
tomers, eateries and “Dashers.”
DoorDash assured users in an online post
that it immediately blocked the intruder’s
cyber access and enhanced system secu-
rity. DoorDash last year acquired
crosstown rival Caviar in a deal valued at
$410 million.

DoorDash said it made the cash-and-
stock deal with Square, the digital pay-
ments firm led by Twitter founder Jack

Dorsey, which acquired Caviar in 2014.
While both firms offer on-demand delivery
from restaurants online and using smart-
phone apps, they have different geograph-
ic “footprints” and restaurant partnerships.
DoorDash was in the news last year over a
tipping policy that allowed the company to
use consumer tips to make up base pay for
its delivery contractors, a policy that was
later modified. — AFP

Hala and Alex learned to cook with
their mothers, Yoli learnt while
preparing meals for her large family.

The trio, who were forced to flee Syria,
Sudan and Venezuela respectively, are now
the chefs at a unique Madrid restaurant
that aims to change the lives of refugees
and alter how people see them, at a time
when the arrival of large numbers of
migrants fleeing poverty and prosecution
stokes tensions across Europe.

Gathered in the kitchen wearing black
aprons bearing the name of the restaurant,
“Refusion”, in large orange letters, the
three prepare typical dishes from their
native countries: moussaka from Syria, kaf-
ta from Sudan and teque?os from
Venezuela. Each came to Spain for different
reasons - Hala Doudieh, 29, because of the
war in Syria, Alex Medina, 24, to live freely
as a transsexual and Yoli Medina, 52,
because of the economic crisis in Venezuela
- and the eatery provides them with stable
work which has improved their lives in their
new home.

“I am a black trans refugee woman, it’s
hard to find work, I made food, sold falafels
on the street to survive,” Alex, who sports
long black hair in braids and was named
Ahmed Mohamed at birth, told AFP. Alex,
who learned to cook with her mother in
Khartoum, fled Sudan three years ago
because she feared for her life due to her
identity. She said she was “happy and com-
fortable” at the restaurant in the northeast-
ern Madrid neighborhood of Valdeacederas
which has a high immigrant population. “I
can work and dress however I want and
prepare food with love and affection,” she
added.

‘Stable work’ 
Refusion was set up by “people who

want to offer stable work to people who
are not stable economically, sociologically
or socially, people who want to give an
opportunity to refugees who like working
in the kitchen,” said Doudieh, who arrived
in Spain with her family from war-torn
Damascus in 2013. She was referring to the
five founding members of the restaurant,
which opened its doors last year with the
aim of expanding to employ more refugees.

The founding partners are all volunteers
at the charity “Madrid for Refugees”, which
helps recent arrivals integrate in Spain. It
organizes evening courses where a refugee
teaches people how to make food from
their country. The three chefs from
Refusion have all given these classes. “That
is the project, to try to provide stable work
to people who have had very complicated
histories and allow them to integrate
because our state gives them refugee sta-
tus but then doesn’t help them, or does lit-
tle, to integrate them,” said one of the
Spanish founders of the charity, Elena
Suarez.

She said the goal is to “use food to
change a bit the negative discourse we
have about refugees” in Spain, which
receives the most asylum requests in the
European Union after Germany and France
according to the bloc’s statistics agency
Eurostat. “We won’t be intimidated by what
is happening and by new parties,” she
added in a reference to far-right anti-immi-
grant party Vox which became the third-
biggest party in Spain’s parliament in a
November 2019 general election.—AFP

Emerging from the depths of
slumber, Dagmar Turner had
barely a chance to notice the

hushed intensity of the operating
theatre when someone thrust her
violin into her hands. It was time to
play the performance of her life. As
surgeons behind her removed a
tumor from her brain, Turner took
up her bow and played George
Gershwin’s aria “Summertime”,
ensuring she can still perform with
her beloved violin after recovery.
“The last thing that comes to your
mind is ‘I would really like to play
my violin now’,” she said about her
virtuoso performance on the oper-
ating table.

The British-based violinist agreed
to the unconventional concert to
help avoid damage to her brain dur-
ing surgery. The 53-year-old
German, who plays with the Isle of
Wight Symphony Orchestra in
southern England, was diagnosed in
2013 with a slow-growing tumor
after suffering a seizure during a
concert. Turner told AFP how it felt
to be woken from anaesthetic as sur-
geons operated on her brain. “It was
like being woken up from a really
deep sleep,” she said, adding that
she was then handed her instrument.

“It started fine and the first thing I
really remembered was when they
put this violin in my face, like, ‘now
play, Dagmar, play’. “I was like, ‘let
me sleep’. It’s just horrible.” The
amateur musician described being
able to feel “somebody standing up
behind my head... telling me ‘Dagmar,
we have just removed 95 percent of
your tumor’. “I was utterly in shock
and speechless. You know the day
before you have an inoperable tumor
and then the next day they tell you
95 percent of that has been taken
out,” she explained.

‘Music is a healer’ 
Turner hit on the plan to play her

violin to protect vital cells located
in the right frontal lobe of her brain,
and professor Keyoumars Ashkan,
consultant neurosurgeon at King’s
College Hospital in south London,
agreed.  “I was absolutely horrified
when my new oncologist said that
he would think this operation would
dampen my ability to play,” she
said.  “I’m like, ‘I don’t like that”.

That’s when I suggested if I can
play the violin. “Music is a healer
and music is a connector with peo-
ple.” The surgery area was close to
the part of the brain that controls
the micro-movements of the left
hand required to regulate a violin’s
pitch and timbre.

The medical team proposed that
Turner be woken up midway through
the procedure so she could play and
be monitored to make sure her coor-
dination was not being affected. For
the concert of her life, Turner had

initially considered playing “a bit of
Bach, a bit of Beethoven, a bit of the
Tchaikovsky violin concerto.” But in
the end, she stuck with Gershwin,
because she could remember it by
heart. “As a child when you learn,
you have to play a lot of pieces by
heart, but not when you are an old
bird like me, you forget about it.”

Stunning video footage of the
procedure was released by the hos-
pital, showing Turner fiddling while

surgeons behind her operated inside
her skull. “It’s very strange because
you can’t feel anything what they are
doing in your head because there is
no sensation,” she explained. Turner,
who has a 13-year-son and has
played the violin since the age of 10,
underwent the procedure last month.
She left the hospital three days after
the surgery.— AFP 

Virus cake anyone? 
Italians fight fear 
with sillyness

Crack that prosecco, it’s aperivirus
time. And why not accompany
your bubbly with a slice of virus

ice-cream cake, fresh from the area of
Italy worst hit by the disease? Italy has
the most coronavirus cases in Europe
and highest death toll but rather than
succumb to fear, wisecracking Italians
have opted to laugh in the face of dan-
ger with a slew of parodies, jokes and
general sillyness.

In the economic capital Milan, just
60 kilometers down the road from the
main outbreak, bars have transformed
“happy hour” into “aperitiviruses”,
where aperitifs and snacks can be
bought at a discount. At the Gelateria
Infinito shop on the outskirts of
Cremona-another area of the Lombardy
region reporting many cases-customers
can get a “Corona Cake”, which fea-
tures the typical crown-like spikes of
the COVID-19 virus.

“We know that this is a serious
issue, but problems can’t be solved with
sadness and fear,” owners Andrea
Schirali and his wife Daniela told the
Repubblica daily. “The important thing
is to follow instructions and stay calm.
If we eat a good ice cream in the mean-

time, it certainly can’t hurt,” they said.
There’s fun to be had even by those in
obligatory isolation in red zones, with
only their social media feeds for com-
pany. Virus jokes have gone viral, and
as per tradition they target Italy’s
famous flaws, from its public transport
to its mafia.

‘Transparent gold’ 
One gag shows a city mayor boast-

ing that the metro’s delays are actually
helping keep his citizens safe, because
“the waiting time is longer than the (14-
day) incubation period!” Another has a
drug dealer offering hashish or cocaine,
but his client demands “Amuchina”-the
most famous hand sanitizer gel in Italy.
The mafia’s reputation for latching on to
new trends is also a target for the online
jokers. One mock-up video shows a
Naples mobster proposing to a fellow
gangster that they switch from cocaine
smuggling to Amuchina.

“Demand is skyrocketing for
Amuchina, it’s been nicknamed ‘trans-
parent gold’, and colleagues in
Honduras are transforming their labs to
produce Amuchina,” he says. The jump
in the gel’s price on some internet mar-
ketplaces since the virus hit Italy
prompted several joke adverts, with one
offering to swap “five litres of Amuchina
for a 2019 Audi RS5”, a vehicle costing
some 100,000 euros.—AFP

Major cherry blossom festivals in
Japan have been cancelled due to
the deadly new coronavirus, the

latest in a growing list of events quashed
as the epidemic spreads globally.  The tra-
ditional spring celebrations in Tokyo and
Osaka, which attract millions of people
wanting to seeing the white and pink flow-
ers, will not go ahead as planned in April.
“We are sincerely sorry for those who
were looking forward to the viewing... but
please give us your understanding,” the
Japan Mint in Osaka said Friday. 

Other cherry blossom events - fever-
ishly anticipated by locals and tourists -
are likely to follow suit, according to local
media. Organizers of Tokyo’s
Nakameguro Cherry Blossom Festival
said people could still enjoy the blooming
trees that grow along public roads.  Trees

in Tokyo will soon be in full bloom, with
friends, families and colleagues typically
flocking to parks for sometimes raucous,
alcohol-fuelled celebrations.

The cancellations come as authorities
step up efforts to tackle the outbreak in
Japan, which has reported more than 230
infections and five deaths. Schools are
closed and the government is urging peo-
ple to work from home or commute during
off-peak hours and avoid large gatherings.
The operator of Tokyo’s two Disney
resorts - Disneyland and DisneySea - said
Friday the parks would be closed for
around two weeks due to the virus.
Universal Studios Japan in Osaka has also
shuttered for a fortnight. — AFP 

Visitors row boats past cherry blossoms in the Japanese capital Tokyo. — AFP 

Pedestrians admire cherry blossoms in the Japanese capital
Tokyo. — AFP photos 


