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Apple TV + series “Little America”
returned to screens for a second
season Friday with the aim of chal-

lenging the American dream, creator Sian
Heder told AFP. From the Song family and
their hat store in Detroit to Jibril, a Somali
cook in Minneapolis, the dream’s ideal-that
you can succeed in the United States
through hard work and perseverance-is
still alive. But the emotional toll of uproot-
ing oneself, financial difficulties, family
pressure to succeed and sometimes the
disappointment of failing to connect to
New York City appear throughout the eight
sub-40-minute episodes, which are
inspired by true stories.

They include Zahir, an Afghan pianist
who comes to the Big Apple to escape the
Taleban and ends up enrolling in the con-
servatory of music but is far from his moth-
er back home. “One of the themes we
were really interested in exploring this year
was, what happens when the American
Dream doesn’t work out the way that you

expect it to,” said Heder.
For Heder-the director of 2021 movie

“CODA,” which won three Oscars this
year including best picture-the “whole
idea of America of like, pull him up by
your bootstraps, and capitalism, and it’s
up to you to make it work out, you know,
is a huge strain.”

“It’s an incredible amount of pressure
on an individual. “This is the land of oppor-
tunity, but in a way. There’s not a lot of
safety nets in this country to catch you if
you don’t succeed,” she added.

The first season was released in early
2020, when ex-president Donald Trump
still occupied the White House. “There
was almost a reactivity to all the negativity
where we felt that we needed to be very
optimistic and positive about this country
and take it back, in a way.”

“I think this season there’s probably
more freedom to explore the nuances and
complications of whatever the American
dream means,” said the 45-year-old

Heder. The series is adapted from Epic
Magazine’s portraits of immigrants.

Some of the episodes are humorous
and light-hearted, such as the one where
a Sri Lankan immigrant in Texas partici-
pates in a car-kissing contest. The con-
testant who keeps his or her lips pressed
to the car the longest wins the car. “What
we are looking for in our subjects are very
average people in a way,” said Heder.

The cultural mosaic of America is
reflected in the actors’ dialogue, which
often occurs in their original language, and
in the dishes they eat around the dinner
table. Each episode ends with an epilogue
where we discover the real character who
inspired the story.

“I think through our commitment to try
to honor their real experience, you actually
get a much more true portrait of what it’s
like to be here,” said Heder, who was born
in Massachusetts. — AFP

Dishes of spit-roasted lamb were
served and the sound of electric gui-
tars echoed across the pink

Saharan dunes towards the Air Mountains.
“It’s like playing at home,” said musician
Oumara Moctar.

The desert, he said, “is where we were
born, where we grew up, and reminds us
of where we come from.” One of the
biggest cultural events in the Sahel region,
the Air Festival returned last week, bring-
ing the songs, dances and oral traditions
of the nomadic Tuareg culture to an audi-
ence of thousands — and a burst of hope
for jihadist-scarred Niger. The eagerly-
awaited three-day party unfolded in

Iferouane, an oasis sandwiched between
desert and mountains 1,200 kilometers
(750 miles) from the Nigerien capital
Niamey.

Some 5,000 people, many of them
local VIPs and a few foreigners, replaced
the desert’s usual calm with a ballet of
4x4s whipping up plumes of dust. After
attending concerts and beauty pageants,
festival-goers spent long hours reclining
on mats where, in between rounds of tea,
discussion ranged from the merits of
Toyota pick-up trucks to barely-concealed
regionalism. “Tuareg culture, in a nutshell,”
smiled  young Iferouane resident
Mohamed Bouhamid.

If not for the pervasive presence of
troops to provide security, this scene could
have taken place some two decades ago.
The festival, launched in 2001, last took
place in 2020. In its prime, well-heeled
European visitors beat a path to Niger and
neighboring Mali, and men who are now
rebel chiefs worked as tourist guides. An
airline linked Paris directly to Agadez in
Niger and to Gao and Kidal in Mali. For
many years, the Paris-Dakar rally raced
through the desert. Memories of this hal-
cyon time persist today, despite the two
jihadist insurgencies that beset Niger, and
its chronic poverty — it is ranked the
world’s poorest country by the benchmark
of the UN Human Development Index.

‘Hysteria’ 
After six French citizens were killed just

outside Niamey in 2020, France — previ-
ously the main source of tourists —
declared Niger a “red zone” and recom-
mended travel there be avoided. For those
wishing to visit the festival in Iferouane,
the French authorities recommended post-
ponement. Deputy mayor Hamadi Yahaya
denounced “these embassies” that “have
sparked hysteria” despite the conflict
being more than 1,000 kms away from
Iferouane. Mayor El Gondj Ahmed , or “the
Honorable” as he is called locally, repeat-
edly said “everything is secure here.” In
addition to the troops, dozens of Ishumars
— a name given to former rebels — “have
been deployed in the surrounding desert”,
said Rhissa Ag Boula, a rebel leader who
now serves as an adviser to Nigerien
President Mohamed Bazoum.

At nearby Chiriet, the Ishumars’ trucks
bearing recognizable white flags remained
at a discreet distance. They flanked a row-
dy race between some 80 drivers speed-
ing through the sand. Rocco Rava, an
Italian who manages a tour agency called
Societe de Voyages Sahariens (SVS), had
returned to the region for the first time in
15 years. He grew up in the regional capi-
tal Agadez where he developed his
tourism business before moving to neigh-
boring Chad when the “turbulence” began
in Niger.

“There is a strong demand,” he said,
explaining he had come to Iferouane to
check out the  possibility of bringing
tourists back. But the situation is paradox-
ical, he said: “If it’s really secure, then
tourists ask us why we need to have a
military escort.” Niger requires all
Westerners travelling to the desert to be
accompanied by an armed escort, for
which they must pay. “In what country in
the world do you do tourism with a
machine gun in front of you and another
one behind you?” asked another tourism
professional, who spoke on the condition
of anonymity. People must accept that the
“before” times are over, said the president
of Iferouane’s artisan collective, Kader
Hamadede, who has been making jew-
ellery for three decades. “The tourism
we’ll have from now on will always involve
the military, and I don’t know if tourists are
interested in that.”—AFP

IFEROUANE, Niger: Tuareg women play the tende, a drum made out of a mortar, in Iferouane
during the Festival de l’Air, a celebration of the culture of the semi-nomadic Tuareg people. 

IFEROUANE, Niger: A Tuareg dancer performs
to the rytme of the tende during the Festival
de l’Air. — AFP photos

IFEROUANE, Niger: Tuareg camel riders are seen in Iferouane during the Festival de l’Air, a cel-
ebration of the culture of the semi-nomadic Tuareg people. 

IFEROUANE, Niger: Bambino, a local Nierien
music star, performs on the Chiriet dunes.

WEST HOLLYWOOD: (Left to right) Josh Davis, Natalie Sandy, Sian Heder, Lee Eisenberg, Kumail Nanjiani, Emily V Gordon, Alan Yang, Joshuah
Bearman and Arthur Spector attend the Los Angeles Special Screening For Apple TV+ “Little America” Season 2 at The West Hollywood Edition in
West Hollywood, California. —  AFP photos

WEST HOLLYWOOD: Japanese actress Shiori
Ideta and Akisa Fukuzawa (left) arrive for
Apple TV’s Little America season two. 

LONDON: Peta’s Senior campaign manager,
Kate Werner, poses with a faux fur
bearskin hat. — AFP

WEST HOLLYWOOD: Arthur Spector (left) and
Spanish-US singer and actress Victoria Canal
arrive for Apple TV’s Little America season two. 

WEST HOLLYWOOD: US producer Lee Eisenberg (left) and Jamaican-US actress Stacy Rose arrive
for the Los Angeles special screening of Apple TV’s Little America season two, at The West
Hollywood EDITION Screening Room in West Hollywood, California. — AFP

PETA takes UK 
military to court for
rejecting fake fur hats

Animal rights group PETA said
Friday it is taking legal action
against the UK defense ministry

over its refusal to test a fake fur version of
the distinctive bearskin hats worn by cere-
monial guards. The tall black hats are
worn by the elite regiments, including for
the Changing of the Guard ceremony out-
side Buckingham Palace, and are one of
the best-known symbols of the UK. PETA
has long campaigned to stop using the fur
of Canadian Black Bears and has devel-
oped a prototype replacement hat made
of shaggy acrylic material. It said it has
filed for a “judicial review” over the
Ministry of Defense (MoD) decision, alleg-
ing “unlawful conduct”.

The charity’s lawyer Lorna Hackett
said: “We are seeking the court’s inter-
vention so that the MoD fully evaluates
the report and reaches a fresh decision
by fair process.” “Unfortunately, they’re
just holding back progress by not moving
forward with the faux fur cap,” added
PETA senior campaign manager Kate
Werner. “They refuse to test it, which they
had committed to do numerous times
over the years,” she told AFP. “And so
now we’re at the stage where we’re
mounting a legal challenge to try to force
the MoD to reconsider its decision.”

An MoD spokesperson said: “We have
been served with a legal claim in respect
of this matter and cannot provide specific
comment on ongoing legal proceedings.”
PETA has had the fake fur tested at an
MoD-accredited laboratory and claims it
meets ministry criteria on how compres-
sive and waterproof it is.

The government said in a statement
earlier this year that there were “no plans”
to switch. It said the fake fur backed by
PETA “does not in fact reach the stan-
dards needed to provide an effective
replacement for our bearskin ceremonial
caps”. —AFP


