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T
he mostly defunct red phone boxes
no longer attract much attention in
London except from tourists. But

Stuart Fowkes is thrilled to stumble upon
one still in working order. Its ring is one of
the world’s disappearing noises that his
pioneering “obsolete sounds” project is
dedicated to preserving. He whips out a
hand-held recording device and swings
into action, explaining, “I’ve always had
sonic curiosity. “New sounds are appear-
ing faster than at any time in history but
they are also changing and disappearing
faster than ever before.” Over the past
five years Fowkes’ Cities and Memories
website has collected and remixed more
than 5,000 sounds from 100 countries
which are being archived by the British
Library. Now, his latest project aims to
preserve sounds that are “just on the
edge of memory”.

These sounds that we are “just about
forgetting” are the ones that have the
“greatest emotional resonance”, he told
AFP. “What I have been struck by is how
people have responded emotionally to
some of the recordings. “You’ve got peo-
ple who heard the sound of a Super 8
film camera and this reminded them of
being in their living room in 1978 with
their dad showing them home movies for
the first time.” The “obsolete sounds”

project features more than 150 record-
ings collected from around the world, and
also includes remixes of those sounds by
musicians and sound artists.

Billed as the biggest collection of its
kind, it includes everything from Walkman
personal stereo cassette players and old
video game consoles, to steam trains and
vintage racing cars, as well as sounds
that evoke the rapidly changing natural
environment, such as crumbling glaciers.

“Before the industrial revolution, our
sound environment-bells and horses’
hooves and manual industry-would not
have changed much for hundreds of
years,” says Fowkes. “Today, the pace of
change is ridiculous. Things that are only
a few years old, like ring tones on mobile
phones, already sound dated.”

Sound of the Underground 
Moving below street level down into

London’s Underground train network,
Fowkes gets to work again. A bit like the
“trainspotters” who were once a familiar
sight on the platforms of UK railway sta-
tions, Fowkes is a dedicated “soundspot-
ter”. But to him, there is nothing dull or
uninteresting about the screeching of the
train’s wheels scraping against the curves
in the metal tracks or the clunk of the
doors opening and closing.

“I’ve always been someone who lis-
tens to the world. As soon as I have a
recording device in my hand I start to lis-
ten to the world kind of differently and
hear things that other people wouldn’t
necessarily notice or listen to,” he says.
The digital consultant launched Cities
and Memories in 2015 and has drawn in
some 1,000 collaborators across the
globe. “Every morning I wake up to
emails with recordings from somewhere
completely unexpected, like a beach in
Bali or even the metro in Pyongyang,” he
says. Field recordings are “having a
moment”, he adds, with artists such as
ethereal Icelandic singer Bjork using
them in their music.

“It used to be seen as very niche, even
trainspotter-like behavior, but now any-
one can make a decent recording on their
phone and it’s becoming increasingly
mainstream.” Fowkes has been thrilled

by the response to his project-but is keen
to receive more, especially from African
cities.

Anyone can contribute, he says, just
by “sticking their mobile phone out of the
window” and then visiting citiesandmem-
ories.com. In the meantime, he’ll keep on
adding his own recordings, while admit-
ting his dedication can sometimes be a
source of mild irritation for his wife.
“Whenever we go to a new holiday desti-
nation... I am going ‘have you heard that
pedestrian crossing? I have to go and
record it’.”—AFP

I
n Jerusalem’s Old City there are
dozens of churches, but as Christmas
beckons there is just one Santa

Claus-a towering Palestinian former
basketball player. Each December, the
streets sparkle green and red as
Christian pilgrims and others arrive to
celebrate Christmas in Zionist-annexed
east Jerusalem. Seven years ago one
resident, Issa Kassissieh, transformed
the ground floor of his 700-year-old
home into a grotto, complete with candy,
mulled wine and a chance to sit on
Santa’s lap.

Welcoming the season’s first visitors
to Santa House, the red-suited and
bearded Kassissieh belted out a “Ho,
ho, ho!” at families queuing to see him.
“We are dealing with many religions
here in Jerusalem. We have Muslims,
Christians and Jews. I have all religions
come to my house. I open my hands to
everybody,” said Kassissieh, himself a
Christian. 

At 1.9 meters (six feet three inches)
tall, Kassissieh’s height served him well
as captain of the Palestinian basketball
squad, and doesn’t seem to intimidate
the children he towers over. “I’m not a
Christian, but I still love Santa Claus...
We have a (Christmas) tree at home
too,” eight-year-old Marwa, a
Palestinian Muslim, told AFP, grinning.
Visitors from around the world also lined

up to sit on Santa’s lap, and to find out if
they were on his naughty or nice list.
Alison Pargiter, from the United States,
waited with her children.

“It is important that our kids have fun,
but we also want them to know the true
story behind Christmas,” the 52-year-old
said. While Jerusalem is home to the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which
Christians believe contains Jesus’s

tomb, the Nativity story of his birth hap-
pened in nearby Bethlehem, according
to the faithful. But at Santa House,
Kassissieh said his young visitors have
more modern concerns. “Every child
asks me for an iPhone,” he chuckled. “I
never promise anything, but I say: ‘Let’s
pray, and if you’re on my good list, you
will get it’.”

Santa studies 
As a child, Kassissieh’s father would

dress up as Santa for him and his two
sisters. Fifteen years ago, he found his
father’s suit and decided to slip into the
red velvet role. But it has involved more
than just putting on a suit. Since then,
he has attended the World Santa Claus
Congress in Denmark and studied at a
Santa school-yes, there is such a thing-
in the US state of Colorado. Kassissieh
displayed a certificate from another cen-
tre of Santa learning, the Charles W
Howard Santa Claus School, and said
his training makes him Jerusalem’s only
accredited Santa.

Based in Michigan, the Howard
school traces its establishment to 1937,
making it the world’s longest-running. In
his role, he is all too aware of the sensi-
tivities in Jerusalem. As well as its
importance to Christians, the Old City is
home to sites revered by Jews and
Muslims. For decades it has been a

focal point of the Zionist-Palestinian
conflict. “It’s special to give the message
of love and peace from Jerusalem-it’s
the heart of the world,” he told AFP at
his grotto.

“When we have peace in Jerusalem,
we will have peace in the world,” added
Kassissieh, who consciously avoids pol-
itics. For the Jerusalem native, the
secret to being a good Santa is simple.
It is “always, to have an answer to the
children’s questions,” he said. — AFP

Historic crown to be
modified for Charles
III coronation

B
ritain’s 17th-century St Edward’s
Crown, the centrepiece of the
Crown Jewels, has been

removed from display to be altered for
the coronation of King Charles III,
Buckingham Palace said on Saturday.
The solid gold crown, encrusted with
rubies, amethysts, sapphires, garnet,
topazes and tourmalines, will undergo
“modification work” for Charles III’s
coronation at Westminster Abbey on
May 6 next year, the palace said. The
crown is the centrepiece of the Crown
Jewels, a large collection of royal
regalia housed in the Tower of London
that attracts more than a million visi-
tors per year.

It has a purple velvet cap with an
ermine band, is just over 30 cm (one
foot) tall and very heavy. It was last
worn by Queen Elizabeth II, at her
coronation in 1953. Charles III, 74, will
be crowned along with his wife, Queen
Consort Camilla. The ceremony will be
followed by a national holiday on May
8. The crown was made for King
Charles II in 1661 to replace a mediae-
val crown though to date back to
Edward the Confessor.

2,000 diamonds 
The original had been melted down

by parliamentarians after the execution
of Charles I. For hundreds of years
afterwards, the crown was only carried
in coronation processions because it
was too heavy to wear. It was altered
to make it lighter for the coronation of
King George V in 1911 but still weighs
2.23 kilograms (nearly five pounds).
Charles III will only wear it at the
moment he is crowned. When he
leaves Westminster Abbey, Charles will
wear the more modern Imperial State
Crown, also used for occasions such
as the opening of parliament.—AFP

Iran film star Mitra 
Hajjar arrested
I

ranian film star Mitra Hajjar was arrest-
ed at her home Saturday, the reformist
newspaper Shargh reported. “Mitra

Hajjar, a film and television actor, was
arrested today after a search of her apart-

ment,” said Mehdi Koohian, part of group
monitoring arrested artists, Shargh
reported. Protests have swept Iran since
the September 16 death in custody of
Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old Iranian of
Kurdish origin arrested by the morality
police for an alleged breach of the Islamic
republic’s dress code for women.

Thousands of people have been
arrested in connection with the protests,
including leading figures from the arts,

politics and sports. Last month, Iran
arrested actor Hengameh Ghaziani, who
expressed solidarity with the protest
movement and removed her headscarf in
public in an apparent act of defiance,
which she filmed and posted on
Instagram. Ghaziani has since been
released on bail, according to the Tasnim
agency. — AFP

Mitra Hajjar

Musician and sound artist Stuart Fowkes records the sound of a passing London Underground
train at Blackfriars tube station in London. — AFP photos 

Musician and sound artist Stuart Fowkes
records the sound of a passing London
Underground train at Blackfriars tube station
in London.

An undated handout photo shows the St
Edward’s Crown, that is set to be worn
by King Carles III during his Coronation
on May 6, 2023. 

Palestinian Issa Kassissieh, dressed as Santa
Claus, poses for a picture with a visitor at a
floor of his home which he turned into
Santa’s House, in Jerusalem’s Old City, a few
weeks before the upcoming holiday of
Christmas. — AFP photos

Palestinian Issa Kassissieh, dressed as Santa
Claus, poses for a picture at a floor of his
home which he turned into Santa’s House.

An undated handout photo shows the
Imperial State Crown, that is set to be
worn by King Carles III during his
Coronation on May 6, 2023. — AFP photos

Palestinian Issa Kassissieh, dressed as Santa Claus, poses for pictures with tourists and pil-
grims at Jaffa Gate in Jerusalem’s Old City.

Visitors enter Santa’s House on the ground floor of the home of Palestinian Issa Kassissieh
(unseen) who welcomes them as Santa Claus, in Jerusalem’s Old City.

Palestinian Issa Kassissieh, dressed as Santa Claus, rides a camel at Jaffa Gate in Jerusalem’s Old City.

Palestinian Santa brings festive cheer to Jerusalem


