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Carolyn Ellis (right) hugs her mother Susan Watts using the “hug glove” that Carolyn and her husband 
Andrew Ellis created as a Mother’s Day gift in Guelph, Ontario, Canada.—AFP photos 

This photo shows Jackfruit 360 director James Joseph speaking during an interview with AFP in Kalady, some 46 kms 
from Thrissur in the south Indian state of Kerala.—AFP photos 

Varghese Tharakkan harvesting a jackfruit at an orchard at his Ayur jackfruit farm. 

A worker at Varghese Tharakkan’s Ayur jackfruit farm 
displaying jackfruit dishes. 

A worker at Varghese Tharakkan’s Ayur jackfruit farm 
preparing a jackfruit dish. 

Varghese Tharakkan preparing ripe jackfruit at an 
orchard at his Ayur jackfruit farm. 

Varghese Tharakkan preparing ripe jackfruit. 

A Canadian woman has come up with an 
ingenious way to safely hug her mother, 
even during the coronavirus pandemic: 

the “hug glove,” a plastic tarp with four sleeves 
hanging from a clothesline. In the southern 
Ontario city of Guelph, Carolyn Ellis and her 
husband Andrew developed the so-called “hug 
glove” on the eve of Mother’s Day, which this 
year was celebrated on May 10 in North 
America. It “occurred to me that she wasn’t 
getting the hugs, and we really needed to do 
something about that,” Carolyn told AFP. “I 
want to give it for Mother’s Day.” 

They taped plastic sleeves to a large tarp, 
allowing two people to hug each other without 
making direct contact. “It was very much a time 
effort, trying to figure out the size and the 
height of the holes,” Ellis said. “We worked on 
it until late hours of Saturday night, and then 
we had everything set up for Mother’s Day on 

Sunday.” “It was a great gift.” A video they 
recorded of the moment they embraced was 
shared on social media and quickly went viral. 
But Ellis says she was surprised by how fast it 
took off. “I just wanted to hug my mom,” she 
said. “We were quite shocked on how quickly it 
went viral, but thrilled that other people are 
benefiting from our hug. We loved it.” 

And while a plastic-covered hug will never 
be as good as the real thing, it was still com-
forting — after weeks of lockdowns and other 
social distancing measures — to be able to 
hold her mother again, Ellis said. “This allows it 
to kind of get back to normal. It really gives us 
a sense of hope that it’s not going to be forev-
er,” Ellis said. “That physical feeling feels like 
home, you know, a hug from your mom — it 
feels so good.”—AFP  

 
 

While most Romans found Italy’s 
coronavirus quarantine a real 
buzz kill, the city’s bees had a 

field day.   Even as Rome endured a 
recently ended two-month lockdown, 
some lucky bees residing in hives atop 
the special forestry unit of Italy’s cara-
binieri were thriving. For three years, 
members of the carabinieri — the mili-
tary police which has a special force 
charged with protecting forests and the 
environment — have been tracking the 
approximately 150,000 bees living in 
three hives on the roof. The coronavirus 
epidemic offered a unique opportunity 
for research, as traffic, pollution and 
noise in the sprawling city virtually 
stopped overnight in early March after a 
nationwide quarantine was ordered.  

How would the bees react? “They’ve 
been happy,” said Raffaele Cirone, presi-
dent of the Italian Apiculture Federation. 
“We see they’ve been more numerous 
and healthy, and those are indications of 
the nutrition they’ve been getting,” he 
added. The quality of the bees’ honey has 
visibly improved, Cirone said.  Tests 
show that the bees have been sampling 
150 different flowers in the area, com-
pared with the 100 varieties seen before 
the lockdown. Lack of air pollution 
means the bees have been able to smell 
the flowers that attract them from 2 kilo-
meters (1.2 miles) away, double the nor-
mal distance, he said. There are an esti-
mated 1,000 to 2,000 hives in Rome, and 
the city’s bees were already happier than 
their comrades in the countryside, said 
Cirone, where bees must contend with 
toxic chemical products used in agricul-
tural production. 

On Thursday, two carabinieri bee-
keepers wearing gloves, hats, veils and 

bright yellow protective jackets over 
their uniforms — with their distinctive 
red-striped trousers — showed off their 
bees with hive smokers in hand.  One of 
them, Corporal Gianluca Filoni, said the 
bees had grown on him after their time 
together.  “I’m not crazy about insects 
but now I like them,” Filoni said, as he 
showed off a honey and wax-encrusted 
frame covered by hundreds of bees. The 
queen, who had been out of sight, sud-
denly came into view. “There she is!” 
exclaimed Filoni, before the queen bee 
buried her way into a new hiding place. 
“She doesn’t like to be exposed.” Cirone 
of the beekeeping federation said his ini-
tiation into apiculture began at age six, 
when his uncle brought him along to 
watch him take care of his hives, instruct-
ing him to stay very still and quiet.  It’s a 
memory that still brings shivers, Cirone 
said.  “It was like going into the lion’s den 
and coming out unharmed,” said this bee 
lover, who even sports bees on his tie.  

The bee-studying project, managed 
by Lieutenant Colonel Nicola Giordano 
of the forestry and environment unit com-
mand, includes about 30 other groups in 
Italy’s capital sharing information about 
their bees.  The data from the two-month 
quarantine period is expected to be ready 
by summer. Giordano said it was not 
incongruent for the carabinieri to be pay-
ing attention to the tiny, honey-making 
insects.  “It might seem strange but seeing 
as our institutional mission is the environ-
ment, to not take into account the bees, 
the pollinators, would mean we’re not 
paying attention to biological complexity 
which is fundamental to our planet,” 
Giordano said. The bee-tracking project, 
he added, was called “Sentinels of 
nature.” Making honey is not really the 
point, he said, but still the hives produce 
about 30 kilograms (65 pounds) of honey. 
“Aroma of Roma,” joked Cirone.—AFP  

 
 

‘Hug glove’ gives Canada family 
bit of normalcy in pandemic 

What’s the buzz? Happy  
locked-down Roman bees to tell all 

A beekeeper from the Forestry, Environmental and Agri-food Units of the Carabinieri 
(CUFAA) shows alveolus and bees on a beehive’s frame.—AFP  

Green, spiky and with a strong, sweet smell, 
the bulky jackfruit has morphed from a 
backyard nuisance in India’s south coast 
into the meat-substitute darling of vegans 

and vegetarians in the West. Part of the South Asia’s 
diet for centuries, jackfruit was so abundant that 
tons of it went to waste every year. But now India, 
the world’s biggest producer of jackfruit, is capital-
izing on its growing popularity as a “superfood” 
meat alternative — touted by chefs from San 
Francisco to London and Delhi for its pork-like tex-
ture when unripe. “There are a lot of enquiries from 
abroad... At the international level, the interest in 
jackfruit has grown manifold,” Varghese Tharakkan 
tells AFP from his orchard in Kerala’s Thrissur dis-
trict. 

The fruit, which weighs five kilograms (11 
pounds) on average, has a waxy yellow flesh when 
ripe and is eaten fresh, or used to make cakes, 
juices, ice creams and crisps.  When unripe, it is 
added to curries or fried, minced and sauted. In the 
West, shredded jackfruit has become a popular 
alternative to pulled pork and is even used as a piz-
za topping. “People love it,” Anu Bhambri, who owns 
a chain of restaurants in the US and India, explains.  
“The jackfruit tacos have been a hit at each and 
every location. The jackfruit cutlet — every table 
orders it, it’s one of my favourites!” James Joseph 
quit his job as a director at Microsoft after spotting 
Western interest in jackfruit “gaining momentum as 
a vegan alternative to meat”. 

 
Jack of all fruits  

The COVID-19 crisis, Joseph says, has created 
two spikes in consumer interest.  “Coronavirus 
caused a fear for chicken and people switched to 
tender jackfruit. In Kerala, lockdown caused a surge 
in demand for mature green jackfruit and seeds due 
to shortage of vegetables due to border restric-
tions,” he explains.  Global interest in veganism was 
already soaring pre-pandemic, buoyed by move-
ments such as Meat Free Mondays and Veganuary, 
and with it the business of “alternative meats”. 
Concerns about health and the environment — a 
2019 UN report suggested adopting more of a 
plant-based diet could help mitigate climate change 
— mean consumers are turning to brands such as 
Impossible and Beyond Meat for plant-based repli-
cations of chicken, beef, and pork.  

But they are also using substitutes long popular 
in Asia such as soy-based tofu and tempeh, and 
wheat derivative seitan, as well as jackfruit. This 
boom has meant more and more jackfruit orchards 
have sprung up in the coastal state. “You get a hard 
bite like meat — that’s what is gaining popularity 
and like meat it absorbs the spices,” comments 
Joseph. 

His firm sells jackfruit flour which can be mixed 
with or used as an alternative to wheat and rice 
flour to make anything from burger patties to local 
classics such as idli. 

Joseph worked with Sydney University’s 
Glycemic Index Research Service to establish any 

health benefits.  “When we did a nutritional analysis, 
we found jackfruit as a meal is better than rice and 
roti (bread) for an average person who wants to 
control his blood sugar,” he adds.  India has one of 
the highest diabetes rates in the world and is 
expected to hit around 100 million cases by 2030, 
according to a study by The Lancet.  

 
ʻSecrets of successʼ  

As global warming wreaks havoc on agriculture, 
food researchers say jackfruit could emerge as a 
nutritious staple crop as it is drought-resistant and 
requires little maintenance. Tharakkan has not 
looked back since he switched from growing rubber 
to jackfruit on his land, and has a variety that he can 
cultivate year-round.  “When I cut down my rubber 
trees everyone thought I had gone crazy. But the 
same people now come and ask me the secret of my 
success,” he smiles.  In Tamil Nadu and Kerala 
alone, demand for jackfruit is now 100 metric tons 
every day during the peak season yielding a 
turnover of $19.8 million a year, says economics 
professor S. Rajendran of the Gandhigram Rural 
Institute. But there is rising competition from coun-
tries such as Bangladesh and Thailand. Jackfruit’s 
newfound international fame is a massive turn-
around for a plant that while used in local dishes, 
has long been viewed as a poor man’s fruit. Each 
tree can yield as 150-250 fruits a season.  

In Kerala, where it is believed to have originated, 
deriving its name from local word “chakka”, 
Tharakkan recalls it was not unusual to see notices 
in private gardens asking people to take away the 
fruit for free because they were so plentiful, they 
would simply rot and attract flies.   And while India’s 
jackfruit growers — like the wider agriculture sec-
tor — have been hit as the nationwide coronavirus 
lockdown causes a shortage of labour and trans-
port, international demand shows no sign of slow-
ing.  Sujan Sarkar, the Palo Alto-based executive 
chef of Bhambri’s restaurants, believes even meat-
eaters are becoming jackfruit converts. He adds: 
“It’s not only vegetarians or vegans, even the meat-
eaters, they just love it.—AFP  

India’s ‘superfood’  
jackfruit goes global 

Varghese Tharakkan posing with ripe jackfruit. 


