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During the second World War, Brit-
ain’s Special Operations Executive 
had a legendary reputation. Its func-

tion was to conduct espionage, sabotage 
and reconnaissance in occupied Europe 
against the Axis powers, and to aid local 
resistance movements. At it’s peak, the 
organization employed or controlled 
more than 13,000 personnel, of  which 
around 3,200 were women. 

Of  those 3,200 women, none was more 
celebrated than Krystyna Skarbek, the 
woman known as “Winston Churchill’s 
favourite spy”. Skarbek was a Polish 
agent of  the SOE, and became legendary 
for her exploits in Nazi-occupied Poland 
and France.

Skarbek originally organized a Polish 
courier network to bring intelligence 
reports from Warsaw to Budapest. How-
ever, she was forced to flee after escaping 
Gestapo arrest in 1941, only to arrive in 
Egypt and find herself  under suspicion 
by the British. After eventually clearing 
her name she was offered to the SOE in 

France, due to her perfect command of  
French, operating under the name 
Christine Granville.

“The creativity she applied to her 
work became the stuff  of  legend. There 
was the time she bit her tongue while be-

ing interrogated, enabling her to cough 
out blood and convince her German cap-
tors she had tuberculosis,” writes Cher-
yl Eddy at io9.com.

Another time, she was stopped near 
the Italian border by two German 
soldiers. Told to put her hands in the 
air she did so, revealing a grenade 
under each arm, pin withdrawn. 
When she threatened to drop them, 
killing all three of  the group, the Ger-
man soldiers fled. She also pretended 
to be the niece of  a British general and 
bluffed the Gestapo into freeing three 
British prisoners of  war. Though she 
was awarded an OBE (Order of  the Brit-
ish Empire) and the French Croix la 
Guerre, Skarbek died in poverty, stabbed 
to death by a man she rejected. 

It’s believed that during the war, Skar-
beck met a British Naval Intelligence 
officer named Ian Fleming. Her code-
name at the time? Vesperale. Fleming 
immortalized her as the first Bond girl.

For more: io9.com

Brian Blessed is famous for his voice 
– so much so that the proper way 

to type his name is ‘BRIAN BLESSED’. 
But the Shakespearean actor has 
other skills as well. Blessed revealed 
that he once delivered a baby for a 
woman who had gone into labour 
suddenly. The ambulance had not yet 
arrived, so Blessed did the job himself. 
The actor also claimed he bit through 
the afterbirth – and licked the baby’s 
face clean!

For more: standard.co.uk

A BLESSED BIRTHREMEMBER THIS?

20 years
That’s how long a dolphin’s 
memory span is. If that 
doesn’t sound impressive, it’s 
the equivalent of a 80-year-
old human remembering a 
voice and identifying a per-
son he or she met before his 
or her first birthday.

Tom Hanks has always been a good guy, 
and he demonstrated his niceness 

again last week when he tweeted that he 
found a student’s missing ID card. “Lauren! 
I found your Student ID in the park. If you 
still need it my office will get to you. Hanx,” 
he tweeted, along with a picture of the 
card. Naturally, people responded by 
posting pictures of a volleyball with a 
handprint on it, saying that they’d found 
Hanks’ missing friend, Wilson, a reference 
to his role in the film Castaway.

For more: time.com

HANKS’ NEW MISSION

More than 150 million people have 
read Fifty Shades of  Grey. A major-
ity of  them are women. It’s not just 

EL James alone. “In 2013, Americans spent 
$1.08 billion dollars on romance novels, 
which represented a whopping 13 percent 
of  the adult-fiction revenue – double what 
literary fiction brought in the same year. 
And unlike many other forms of  enter-
tainment, romance sales were undis-
turbed by the economic downturn of  2008, 
a year in which reportedly one in five 
Americans read a romance novel,” writes 
Batya Unger-Sargon.

By and large, the romance novel sticks 
to a template of  the heroine meeting a dash-
ing – and assertive – man, and forced seduc-
tion is often a popular trope. But given the 
issues around consent in today’s day and 
age – doesn’t that make the romance novel 
anti-feminist? Unger-Sargon believes that 
there is deep arousal at the borders of  con-
sent. Maybe it’s just an evolutionary instinct 
– or more likely, a narrative one. Women 
were disenfranchised in most fields – except 
in one domain where they were “adored and 
worshipped, at least at the level of  cultural 
representation” – that of  love.    

For more: aeon.co

Romance knows 
no downturn

Krystyna Skarbek, the original Bond girl

In 1928, English author DH Lawrence 
published Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
The novel was scandalous for its time, 

featuring the physical relationship of  
an upper-class woman with the lower-
class gamekeeper of  her estate. 

Now, nearly a century after the pub-
lication of  the book, fiction has again 
become fact.  And this time, it’s a 
duchess who is involved.

In 1992, Emma Watkins married 
David Manners, the 11th Duke of  Rut-
land. The marriage broke down in 2012, 
when the duke had an affair. But the 
couple remained on good terms and 
continue to live in the magnificent Bel-
voir Castle, one of  England's stately 
homes. After the collapse of  her mar-
riage, the duchess made an announce-
ment that not only would she continue 
to live under the same roof  as her hus-
band, at their marital home, but that 
both she and the duke would do so with 
their respective new partners.

For years, the identity of  the duch-
ess’ lover has been a closely guarded 
secret. But now, it’s been revealed that 
it is Belvoir Castle’s estate manager, 
Phil Burtt. “I fell in love with Emma - 
but I didn't fall in love with her at first. 
I'd had three years at Belvoir after 

starting in 2008 and then we came to-
gether. We have such a close bond,” 
Burtt said. Burtt was hired by the duke 
and duchess as their shoot manager, 
before being put in charge of  the estate 
three years later. 

Despite the romance, Burtt and the 
duchess have no plans to marry. Burtt-
gets on well with the duke as well. 
“We’re all friends and we have the oc-
casional meal together,” he added.  Tol-
stoy once said that all happy families 
are alike. We wonder what he would 
have thought of  the Rutlands.

For more: telegraph.co.uk

UPSTAIRS DOWNSTAIRS: Duchess of Rutland

Lady Chatterley, 2015

SECRET AGENT: Krystyna Skarbek (L) was the 
inspiration for Fleming’s Vesper Lynd (R)

MYTUBE
The big news this week – as far as viral video is 
concerned – is Sherlock. The popular BBC series 
will be back soon in an episode set in the 
Victorian era. The new trailer for it promises dis-
membered squires,  over-enthusiastic 
illustrators and, of course, the deerstalker hat.

For more: youtube.com

I
f  you were asked to name some of  the 
world’s richest Indians – both local 
and diaspora, you’d probably think 
of  the Ambanis or Narayana Murthy 
or Azim Premji. Among diaspora In-

dians, there’s Romesh Wadhwani and 
Vinod Khosla. Wadhwani, according to 
Forbes,  is worth around $2.8 billion. Kho-
sla, around $1.72 billion.  Not many would 
name Manoj Bhargava, who is believed to 
be worth around $4 billion. 

Bhargava was born in Lucknow in 
1953, and moved to the US in 1967, at the 
age of  fourteen. He joined Princeton Uni-
versity, but dropped out after a year. He 
returned to India and lived as a monk in 
an ashram for twelve years.

Bhargava spent his 20s traveling be-
tween monasteries owned and tended by 
an ashram called Hanslok. It was more 
like a commune, he says, but without the 
drugs. He did his share of  chores, helped 
run a printing press and worked con-
struction jobs for the ashram. Bhargava 
claims he spent those 12 years trying to 
master one technique: the stilling of  the 
mind, often through meditation.

Bhargava returned to the US in the 
early 1990s to take over his family’s plastic 
company, which he sold to a private equity 
firm in 2007. Along the way, he started a 
consumer products company called Living 
Essentials and launched an energy drink 
called 5-hour Energy. In eight years, the 

product went to $1 billion in retail sales. 
Now, Bhargava wants to give most of  

his money back. He has built a stationary 
bike to power the millions of  homes 
worldwide that have little or zero electric-
ity. Early next year in India, he plans to 
distribute 10,000 of  his Free Electric 

battery-equipped bikes, which he says 
will keep lights and basic appliances go-
ing for an entire day with one hour of  
pedaling. “The first 50 bikes will be test-
ed in 15 or 20 small villages in the north-
ern state of  Uttarakhand before a major 
rollout in the first quarter of  next year. 
He says they’ll be made in India but 
doesn’t give details,” reports Wendy Koch 
in the National Geographic.

That’s not the only thing that he wants 
do. The low-profile billionaire has a high 
tech lab in Michigan, where he lives. 
Among the projects it’s working on are a 
device that functions as an auxiliary heart 
by squeezing blood from the legs into the 
body’s core and a device that will convert 
1,000 gallons an hour, of  any kind of  water, 
into drinkable water.

Bhargava’s got an even grander plan 
to solve the crisis of  pollution and fossil 
fuels. His answer is the use of  geothermal 
energy, the heat from deep beneath the 
earth’s surface. But the way he proposes 
to do so is different from the ways geo-
thermal energy is currently tapped in 
places like Iceland or Indonesia. “Rather 
than using steam – mixed with chemicals 
– to bring the heat to the surface, he would 
instead pull it up with a graphene cord. 
He notes graphene, stronger than steel, 
is an incredible conductor of  heat,” 
writes Koch. “You don’t need to burn 
anything…Once you bring [heat] up, you 
don’t change any of  the infrastructure,” 
he says, explaining that utilities could 
simply distribute it instead of  coal, oil, 
or natural gas.

For more: forbes.com, nationalgeographic.com

Dropout, monk and billionaire: 
The story of Manoj Bhargava

MEDITATING SOLUTIONS: Bhargava spent twelve years in India – most of his twenties, living as 
a monk, trying to master one technique: the stilling of the mind through meditation

AFTER MAKING BILLIONS 
FROM THE SALE OF AN 
ENERGY DRINK, MANOJ 
BHARGAVA WANTS TO SOLVE 
THE WORLD’S PROBLEMS 
OF POWER, WATER AND THE 
OVERUSE OF FOSSIL FUELS

Cosmopolitan magazine featured the women  
of the Kardashian-Jenner family on its cover 

earlier this month. That’s nothing unusual, you 
might say. But what really got people talking was 
the magazine referring to the K-clan as ‘America’s 
first family’. And they weren’t talking in a good 
way. Twitter, as usual, was outraged. At the Huff-
ington Post, Lakin Starling wrote that the dubbing 
of the Kardashians as the country’s first family 
was not an accident. “As they sit resting on butt 
implants, serving sultry glares and lavish smiles 
with surgically injected pursed lips, the erasure 
of America's actual first and black family is very 
clear. We've seen aspiring politician Donald 
Trump call President Obama a bad example for 
the fed up black youth who rioted in Baltimore 
after the death of Freddie Gray. Reporters in the 
past have refused to use his official title as Pres-
ident and loosely called him by his last name.... 

The greatness of the Kardashians does not lie in 
overcoming insurmountable odds to hold rank or 
position....” she writes, arguing that this is yet 
another attempt to erase black Americans from 
public dialogue. 

For more: huffingtonpost.com

Is this America’s 
first family?

PAYING ARREARS IN GOLD‘APPLE HIRES TESLA’S WORST ENGINEERS’
The Zlatara Majdanpek plant was once the pride of Serbia.  

It’s a gold production plant, now undergoing restructur-
ing as a result of financial troubles. The plant has found a 
novel way of paying off its arrears – using its stock in trade. 
It has given each of its 315 employees about 30 grams of 
22-carat gold (worth approximately $1,127), after putting a 
aside 8kg for the purpose, the Vecernje novosti newspaper 
reports.  It's hoped the gold payments will tide workers over 
until they find new jobs. Some employees were ‘shocked’ 
by the move, reports the Informer tabloid. “Some got sov-
ereigns, others got broken gold, but no-one actually got 
their arrears in full,” the paper quotes one employee as 
saying. But the director of the cash-strapped company, 
Milica Jasenski, says that the management had no alterna-
tive way of settling the debt, and all they could do was get 
a good rate.

For more: bbc.com

The  tech press has been in a tizzy about the 
idea of Apple’s proposed electric car, but the 

man who made the Tesla Model S, Elon Musk, 
doesn’t think very much of Tim Cook’s plans – or, 
for that matter, the people Apple hires. “They 
have hired people we’ve fired. We always 
jokingly call Apple the ‘Tesla Graveyard.’ If you 
don't make it at Tesla, you go work at Apple. I’m 
not kidding,” he says. Musk, whose company last 
week unveiled the Model X, its first SUV, was 
speaking to German newspaper Handelsblatt. 
When asked whether or not he took Apple seri-
ously as a competitor in the automotive market, 
Musk replied, laughing: “Did you ever take a look 
at the Apple Watch?” It seems obvious that our 
Elon is not much of an Apple fanboy.

For more: global.handelsblatt.com

Tweeting as a continuation of diplomacy by other means? That’s a lesson 
the Russian embassies around the world seem to have taken to heart. 
Last week, Russia’s embassy in the UAE made fun of 

Saudi Arabia, the US and other countries when it posted an 
image with a picture puzzle – a cut out of weapons and a long 
list of indistinguishable terror groups  with request to arm the 
‘right’ Syrian rebel group. This wasn’t the first time the Russian 
embassy has poked fun at its hosts. Last month, when British 
PM David Cameron called the newly elected leader of the La-
bour Party a “security threat”, the embassy tweeted: “Just 
imagine UK media headlines if Russian President called a lead-
ing opposition party threat to national security?” And last week again, it took 
on British Foreign secretary Philip Hammond, implying UK airstrikes in Syria 
were illegal. For more: express.co.uk

Russian embassy trolls ... everyone

TWITTER TOONS: Diplomacy by 
other means, for the internet age

SERIOUS

WHY SO

                      © Corbis

COMING TO A STICKY END
DEATH BY INTERCOURSE

Imagine climbing into bed 
with your significant other 
for a night of passionate 

sex only to keel over dead 
by the end of it all. Believe 
it or not, people often die 

during sex and, more 
often than not, it's a result 

of strong appetites and 
weak hearts

John XII was the Pope from 955 to 
954 AD. His papacy was generally 

acknowledged to be one of the 
worst, 
infamous for its alleged 
depravity and 
worldliness. John 
himself is believed to 
have died of a 
paralytic stroke 
while having sex 
with a woman called 
Stefanetta, one of his 
numerous mistresses. 
Other stories claim that 
he may have died instead 
when the woman’s husband threw 
him out of a window or beat him to 
death with a hammer during the act.

Billy Snedden was an Australian politician who be-
came the Speaker of the Australian house in 1976. 

Snedden died in 1987 from a fatal heart attack while 
having sex with his son’s ex-girlfriend. 
Melbourne newspaper The Sydney Morning Herald re-
ported that Snedden was wearing a condom and that 
‘it was loaded’. His son later said ‘I’m sure the old man 
went out happy’.

Nelson Rock-
efeller was a 

businessman, a 
patron of the arts 
and the 41st vice 
president of the 
US. Rockefeller 
died on January 
26, 1979, at age 
70 of a heart attack, in the presence of 
Megan Marshack, his 25-year-old aide. His 
family allowed no autopsy  and had the 
corpse quickly cremated. The rumours 
surrounding his death caused New York 
magazine to quip “Nelson thought he was 
coming, but he was going”. 

Felix 
Faure
Felix Faure was 
the president 
of France from 
1895 until his 
death in 1899 – 
allegedly while 
having sex. At 

the time, it was widely reported that 
Faure met his end while his 
mistress, Marguerite Steinheil, was 
fellating him in his office. Unkind po-
litical opponents would later refer to 
Steinheil as  ‘la pompe funèbre’ which 
could mean ‘death care business’ or 
literally, ‘funeral pump’.  

Lord Palmerston was 
one of Britain’s most 
famous Prime Minis-

ters and only 
one of the 

four peo-
ple of 
non-
royal birth to have a state fu-
neral (after Newton, the Duke 
of Wellington and Lord Nel-

son). He was also the oldest 
PM to die in office. The official 

story was that he died of pneumo-
nia, but there were rumours that his 

death was the result of a combination of a 
young parlourmaid, a billiard table and a 
weak heart.

John XII

Nelson 
Rockefeller

Lord 
Palmerston

The Right Honourable Sir Billy Mackie Snedden

Source:  wikipedia.org

REBEL OR 
SLAVE?

Meryl Streep has 
come under fire for 

wearing a T-Shirt saying 
“I’d rather be a rebel than 
a slave” — an Emmeline 
Pankhurst quote. Streep, 
who plays the pioneering 
suffragette in a new 
biopic, was blasted for be-
ing ‘insensitive’ about ra-
cial issues.
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It’s no surprise that Indians don’t 
think much of  Pakistan or vice versa, 
but did you know that both Japan and 
South Korea have the most favourable 
opinions of  India? Or that Vietnam is 

the most worried about China
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