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A
t an Islamic boarding school in a
sleepy neighborhood on the out-
skirts of the Indonesian city

Yogyakarta, the sound of Quranic recita-
tion is nowhere to be heard. This is a reli-
gious school for deaf children, and here
the students gesture rapidly with their
hands, learning to recite the Koran in
Arabic sign language. Islamic boarding
schools are an integral part of life in
Indonesia, with about four million students
residing in 27,000 institutions across the
country, according to the religious affairs
ministry. But this Islamic boarding school
is one of a handful that offer religious edu-
cation for deaf students in the worldʼs
largest Muslim-majority country.

“It all came from my restlessness when
I found out deaf children in Indonesia did
not know their religion,” school founder
Abu Kahfi told AFP. The 48-year-old set up
the school in late 2019 after befriending

several deaf people and realising they had
no access to Islamic education. It now
hosts 115 deaf boys and girls from across
the archipelago who share the dream of
becoming a hafiz, a person who can
memorize the Koran by heart.

The children sit cross-legged on the
floor, moving their hands expressively
while looking down at their textbooks. The
air is only punctured by yelps and high-
fives after they recite a passage correctly
to Kahfi when he calls them to the front of
the class. It is a daunting religious educa-
tion for children who have never learned
about religion or the Koran, and whose
mother tongue is Indonesian. “The difficul-
ty is enormous,” Kahfi said.

ʻNo longer ashamedʼ
In a room 100 meters (330 feet) from

the boys, a group of girls in conservative
Islamic dress sit separated from their male

counterparts, carrying out the same prac-
tice in rows. For 20-year-old student Laela
Dhiya Ulhaq, studying at the school has
brought joy and pride to her parents. “I
want to go to heaven with my mother and
father... I also donʼt want to leave this
place. I want to become a teacher here,”
the schoolʼs oldest student told AFP. 

While others can memorize syllables to
recite the text out loud, the hearing-
impaired must painstakingly memorize
every single character of the holy bookʼs
30 sections of verses. Muhammad Rafa, a
13-year-old student who has been
enrolled at the school for two years, rolls
his thumbs and fingers into different signs,
laser-focused on learning the verse in
front of him.

“Iʼm very happy here. Itʼs very quiet at
home, there is nobody to talk to because
nobody is deaf, everyone is normal,” Rafa,
who has memorized nine Quranic sec-

tions, told AFP through an interpreter. Both
Kahfi and donors provide funding for the
school, and children from poor families
who cannot afford the 1 million rupiah
($68) enrollment fee that pays for books,
uniforms and toiletries are allowed to
study for free.

The children also study Islamic law,
mathematics, science and foreign lan-
guages so they can continue their educa-
tion at a higher level. But another impact
of the school is boosting the childrenʼs
confidence as hearing-impaired members
of society. “My son used to have very low
self-esteem, he knew he was different,”
Zainal Arifin, whose 11-year-old son Arfi
studies at the school, told AFP. “Since he
came (here) heʼs no longer ashamed of
signing in public. He told me God made
him this way, and he has fully embraced
who he is.”— AFP 

A
man with the playful name Joey
Chestnut wolfed down 63 hot dogs
in 10 minutes Monday to win the

annual July 4 competitive eating contest
featuring Americaʼs quintessential cookout
food on Coney Island in New York.
Chestnut has now won 15 times but on
Monday he fell way short of the record he
set in 2020 when he downed 76 hotdogs,
buns included, also in just 10 minutes. So
he apologized to the crowd and said he

would do better next year.
Chestnut told AFP he trains by eating

hot dogs often and taking part in eating
contests featuring them about once a
week. After Mondayʼs virtuoso perform-
ance, he said he will not touch food again
for a day. Chestnut was the undisputed
winner of the Nathanʼs Famous Fourth of
July Hot Dog Eating Contest, finishing far
ahead of the field. Second place went to
one Geoffrey Esper with 47.5 franks and

buns, and third to James Webb at 41.
“Joey Chestnut is a force from beyond
who defies the laws of physics,” said con-
test host George Shea.

In the womenʼs category, Miki Sudo
triumphed with 40 hot dogs in 10 min-
utes. Sudo returned after sitting out last
year because she was pregnant. This
time she showed off her new baby. She
fell short of her record of 48 franks.
Competitors from all over America and

as far away as Australia tend to dunk
their hotdogs in water or soda to make
them easier to swallow in such rapid suc-
cession without gagging. “The Nathanʼs
Famous Fourth of July Hot Dog Eating
Contest is arguably the most iconic
sporting event in American history,” Shea
said. “The event is a crucible through
which greatness is forged.”— AFP 

Paul Anka: Pop’s 
oldest teen keeps 
doing it his way

P
aul Anka-the silky-voice crooner
who wrote such evergreen clas-
sics as “Sheʼs a Lady” and the

lyrics to “My Way”-has been around
the block since he scored his first
global number one in 1957. But it has
taken the Canadian 80 years to
headline one of the worldʼs top jazz
festivals alongside legends like
George Benson, Gilberto Gil and Van
Morrison.

“Itʼs gonna be a thrill for me” to
play the Juan Jazz Festival on the
French Riviera-which starts
Wednesday-Anka told AFP from his
home in Los Angeles. Indeed, the
line-up is a gathering of pure jazz roy-
alty, from Herbie Hancock to Diana
Krall, Stacey Kent and the genius
Armenian pianist Tigran Hamasyan.
But Ankaʼs roots are pure pop, going
straight to the top of the hit parade-as
it was then called-with his debut
smash, “Diana”, when he was only

16. The song ushered in the era of
teeny bopper stars, with Anka the first
teenager ever to score a number one
hit in Britain.

ʻMy Wayʼ 
The song told of Ankaʼs unrequit-

ed love for an older woman who was
“out of my league”-Diana Ayoub was
19 at the time-and he used to pine for
her after spotting her at his Orthodox
church in Ottawa. The son of Syrian
and Lebanese immigrants, Anka
grew up speaking French, which is
how he came to write the English ver-
sion of one of the 20th centuryʼs most
sung songs, “My Way”.

His take on the standard, which
was originally recorded by the French
singer Claude Francois as “Comme
dʼhabitude”, became Frank Sinatraʼs
signature standard, as well as a hit
for Elvis and the Sex Pistolsʼ Sid
Vicious. “I have a great history with
France, with French people and the
music,” said Anka. “I have to do
some of the original hits that first took
me to France when I was a young
boy-ʼDianaʼ, ʻYou Are My Destinyʼ and
ʻMy Wayʼ of course,” he added.

Sorry Trump 
Anka was slated to sing “My Way”

at Donald Trumpʼs inauguration as
US president in 2017 before pulling
out, although he avoided saying
whether he supported him. “Youʼve
got a better chance of getting a sun-
rise past a rooster on that one,” he
said. While his full-on romantic stan-
dards such as “(Youʼre) Having My
Baby” may be slightly cheesy to
some, his songs and celebrity have
endured. “Put Your Head on My
Shoulder” inspired a viral TikTok chal-
lenge last year, and “Sheʼs a Lady”-
which he also wrote-is one of Welsh
singer Tom Jonesʼs biggest crowd-
pleasers.

Anka also popped up on stage
next to Lisa in a 1995 episode of
“The Simpsons” called “Treehouse of
Horror VI” in which he co-starred.
The singer was and is still friends
with some of Franceʼs musical
greats, and hinted that he would pay
homage to some of them during his
show in Juan-les-Pins. “Youʼll see
when I do my show... I was connect-
ed to all the French singers from
(Charles) Aznavour, to Johnny
Hallyday (“the French Elvis”), Gilbert
Becaud and Mireille Mathieu, whom I
wrote an album for.

“One of my favorites was Michel
Colombier,” a prolific Hollywood film
composer who “wrote a couple of
albums with me”. Anka said he want-
ed to “get the sense of the audience”
before deciding what to play,
although there would be a tribute to
Sammy Davis Jr. “I canʼt be selfish
and do what I want for myself. “I want
to be eclectic... I donʼt know if I will
have time to sing anything from the
new album, and I donʼt know if any-
one will be interested,” quipped the
singer, who has just recorded a new
television special.—  AFP
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Joey Chestnut (left) and Miki Sudo hold 63 and 40 hot dogs respectively after winning the
Nathan’s Famous 4th of July 2022 hot dog eating contest.

Joey Chestnut reacts after winning first place - eating 63 hot dogs in 10 minutes, during the
2022 Nathan’s Famous Fourth of July International Hot Dog Eating Contest on July 4, 2022 at
Coney Island in the Brooklyn borough of New York City. — AFP photos

In this file photo, Canadian-born singer
and songwriter Paul Anka gestures dur-
ing a concert in Basel.— AFP 

A student recites the Quran using sign language at an Islamic board-
ing school for deaf children in Sleman. 

Students study at an Islamic boarding school for deaf children in
Sleman. 

Students learn to recite the Quran using sign language at an Islamic boarding school for deaf
children in Sleman. At an Islamic boarding school in a sleepy neighborhood on the outskirts of
Indonesian city Yogyakarta, the evocative sound of Quranic recitation is nowhere to be heard. Students study at an Islamic boarding school for deaf children in Sleman. — AFP photos

School founder Abu Kahfi (right) teaches students at an Islamic boarding school for deaf children in Sleman. 


