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I'd like to say Spring is on the way and by the time you read this I certainly hope it is, however
at the time of writing, April 12th, we have been treated to snow falling and temperatures hovering
around freezing. This is in sharp contrast to last March and April when we were settling into a
regime we'd never experienced before, confined to home and a little bit of outdoor exercise, but
nature did smile on us with warm and nourishing early summer weather. Warmth will find us
again eventually even if it’s a bit delayed this spring of 2021 and will be echoed in our gradual
tentative revival of work, social activities and relationships. It will be a long haul back but it has
begun. If we want a better, fairer world than the one we left behind in March 2020 then it is up to
each and every one of us to do our best to build it. We can recognise that we've all been through
a tough time and that our losses will differ. For some it will have been the physical loss of friends

or family and for others it will be a social loss of work,
housing, education, social ties, fitness, money or any
combination of these things. One person's loss cannot
be judged as any greater than another's and we can all
decide to move forward together. Many of us are
grandparents and the young in particular will need our
steadiness and life wisdom to help them recover and
grow strong again. So we'll go on holiday again, plant
our gardens or allotments again, drink in pubs
again, and do the thing I've missed the most
which is see people's unmasked faces again..
giving and receiving a huge smile.
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We can allow
ourselves more hope now
than has been possible
since March 2020 and that
is extremely good news. None of us can know
what the future will hold but we can choose
to focus on positive steps forward over the
next few months. There will no doubt be some
degree of nervousness, and lurking thoughts
of 'variants' and 'winter spikes' can play
havoc with our minds, threatening our inner
peace, but we can still enjoy the present and
decide to face the future with optimism.

Hope is healing. Those of you who have
suffered acute heart problems in the past will
remember the feelings of fear in the early days
after diagnosis, including worry about the
future 'risk', the concern about work or the
ability to live a full and active life. Fortunately
it was my job, for many, many years, to
replace that fear with hope. The greatest
privilege of my life was to sit at a patient's
bedside and watch a tense face gradually
relax during a half hour chat about the
future. It happened on almost every occasion
and I soon thought of myself as 'the hope
nurse'. Hope can be more healing than a bag
full of medicines!  So let's start to live life
again with hope, confidence and bravery,
appreciating the long summer days, getting
out into nature, and letting optimism reign
supreme as society begins to build itself anew.

It can be easy to confuse optimism and
hope but there is a subtle difference.
According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, optimism is "confidence about the
future or the successful outcome of
something; a tendency to take a favourable
point of view.”   Hope is the “expectation of
something that is desired.” To that extent
hope is more emotive than optimism and
perhaps more fragile. To maintain hope
during adversity can be challenging and those
who are able to maintain it can be described

as resilient and it seems they fare better

both physically and psychologically. For those
who experience fading or complete loss of
hope, it is tougher to face the future with
equanimity and can lead to increased mental
health problems and loss of physical resilience
including natural immunity to infection. So
maintenance of hope is very precious.

A typical example would be a couple who
desire to have children only to find that
conceiving is difficult. They start out with
optimism and each month there are raised
hopes... which can then be dashed. Over time,
this puts a strain on both partners but it can
affect one more than the other depending on
their resilience.

Globally we have all had to face our own
resilience and while many of us called upon
our optimism “we'll be fine, we're all in this
together” at the start in March 2020, over time
our general hope for a quick resolution has
been doused time and time again. This
disappointment and loss of hope can lead to
depression in some, or the desire to push back
against restrictions in others. Both of these
are perfectly normal reactions although
neither of them are particularly welcome.

The arrival of vaccines provided those most
vulnerable with more hope at the beginning of
2021, and they have proved surprisingly
effective (much more immunity than the
annual flu vaccine). It's important for many of
us, myself included, to build upon this hope
for a normal functioning society to return
soon. If we don't fall prey to pessimism  based
on what 'might' happen with 'variants' and
'further waves' we can build up our 'hope
resilience' once again and find some energy to
live our lives and assist those younger ones
who may have suffered terrible economic loss,
educational loss, and mental hardships from
the events of the last twelve months.

Hope springs eternal.

leseveric@gmail.com
N.B. The editorial board reserves the right to decide

the magazine’s content and to amend articles as
necessary
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Made of long-lived polymers, this new
valve could mean that millions of patients will
no longer require lifelong blood-thinning
medication after valve replacement surgery.

The valve, called PoliValve, has been
developed by scientists at the Universities of
Cambridge and Bristol. The team’s latest
results, published in the journal Biomaterials
Science, suggest that the PoliValve can last for
up to twenty-five years in patients, far longer
than other types of replacement heart valve.
The researchers anticipate that the PoliValve
can be tested in humans within five years.

More than 1.3 million patients need valve
replacement globally each year. There are two
types of artificial valve currently available,
however both have limitations.

Biological valves that are made from pig or
cow tissue mean patients do not need lifelong
blood-thinning medication but they only last
10-12 years. Mechanical valves have good
durability but patients must take daily blood-
thinning drugs to prevent blood clots.

Professor Geoff Moggridge from the
University of Cambridge and Professor
Raimondo Ascione from the University of Bristol
have spent three years conducting
developmental work and testing on the
PoliValve, supported by funding from the
British Heart Foundation.

The device is  designed to resemble a natural
heart valve and is made through a simple
moulding process, which sharply reduces
manufacturing and quality control costs.

“These impressive results show the PoliValve
is a promising alternative for valve replacement
surgery.” said Moggridge, “While further testing
is needed, it could make a major difference to
the hundreds of thousands of patients who get
valve replacement surgery every year.”

A new artificial heart valve must withstand a
minimum of 200 million repetitions of opening
and closing during laboratory testing before it
can be tested in humans. The new valve has
comfortably surpassed this.

“Professor Sir Nilesh Samani, Medical
Director at the BHF said “Patients requiring an
artificial heart valve are often faced with the
dilemma of choosing between a metallic or
tissue valve. The polymer valve combines the
benefits of both – it is durable and would not
require blood-thinning drugs. This is a
promising development, and the BHF is pleased
to have supported this research.”

The BHF-funded study also included Dr
James Taylor from Cambridge’s Whittle
Laboratory, a team at Newcastle University
headed by Professor Zaman, Professor Saadeh
Suleiman at University of Bristol and Professor
Maria Costantino’s group at Politecnico di
Milano.

Photo: Professor Raimondo Ascione, University of Bristol

Remember your childhood
days, before the likes of easyJet,
when planes were a rare sight in
the sky? When  the current
restrictions ease, they will be commonplace
again, to the point of being a noisy nuisance. A
far cry from that first flight by the Wright
brothers which lasted a mere twelve seconds.

Today (19th April) I have
witnessed a similarly historic
flight - the first on another
planet. NASA’s “Ingenuity”
helicopter flew on Mars for some
forty seconds.  What an
inspiring feat and what further

amazing achievements beckon as we emerge
from lockdown to a more hopeful future?

OFF
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You may remember from Part 1 of my
Moscow memories that we found Moscow
surprisingly easy to navigate. Although we were
restricted to a twenty-five-mile radius of
Moscow, the city was quite compact so this
meant we could go to a beach on the Moscow
River, upstream from the city, which was
restricted to Westerners. Being a transport
enthusiast, on a Sunday morning, I would go
out for a tram ride or use the Metro to visit one
of the main terminal railway stations which
ringed Moscow, rather like London. I would go
towards the ticket office as if to buy a ticket to
leave the city to see whether I would get a tap on
the shoulder. Was I followed? I don’t know.
However, we were instructed not to converse
with Kim Philby in the unlikely event that we
met him.*

TV was endless WW2 films and the annual
Intervision Song Contest (The Eastern bloc’s
answer to the Eurovision Song Contest)
featuring large Russian bass singers. The few
(mostly ethnic) restaurants always seemed to be
fully booked, mostly with “Delegations” from
other Soviet Bloc countries so we didn’t really

get a chance to sample the local cuisine except
at the airport  restaurant occasionally where I
developed a taste for “Borsht” – beetroot soup.
I soon got used to hearing the phrase “Miest
niet.” – no places! The few restaurants had
disproportionately large orchestras – there was
no unemployment tolerated in the Soviet Union
and we soon got used to seeing signs saying
“Zakrit” (closed) for “Remont” (repair) in shops
or public buildings.

I mentioned earlier that BEA regarded
Moscow as a “hardship post” so we were
allowed one extra week’s leave per year. I told
the area manager that I would like to take
advantage of this bonus. As this meant he
would have to supervise the aircraft turnround
at the airport, he said that it had to be taken in
the country in which you worked, rather than
the UK. I agreed to this and with the help of our
Russian staff we worked out an itinerary using
free tickets on Aeroflot and half-price hotel
accommodation at Intourist hotels.

We started with Pyatigorsk, a spa town in the
Caucasus, on to Yerevan, capital of Armenia,
where the highlight of the obligatory city tour in
the theoretically atheist Soviet Union was a visit
to the Armenian orthodox cathedral!  Next stop

Part 2
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was Tbilisi, capital of Georgia, of which Stalin
was a native. It seemed rather a wild place and
it was alleged to be the home of the Soviet
Mafia. Although we had got used to reading
Russian and speaking the basics, the Georgian
language was totally alien to us. Next stop was
Yalta, Crimea in Ukraine in those days, on the
Black Sea, quite mild in April and we visited the
palace where the famous conference between
Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill was held.

Our final stop was Sochi, the Russians’
favourite resort, also on the Black Sea.
Whereas, up until now, our obligatory Intourist
guides had been nice young people with
excellent English and with whom we did not
discuss politics, in Sochi, surprisingly, our
guide was the head of Intourist. At the time, the
political background was that the Soviet Black
Sea fleet announced that it intended to come
out into the Mediterranean. NATO saw this as
provocative and Dennis Healey, then British
Defence Secretary, made a speech in the
Commons saying that if the Soviet Fleet did
come out “We would blast them out of the
water”! The Intourist chief tried to start a debate
with me saying that “the Soviet peoples are a
peace-loving people” and taking the rather hurt
attitude that I had noticed was a common
Soviet characteristic. I said that I did not want
to discuss it, but I reported the conversation to
the British Consul when we got back to
Moscow. He said “Don’t worry – he was just
trying to get a Westerner’s view of the situation.”!

In 1968 the UK and Soviet Union marked the
10th Anniversary of scheduled air services

between the two countries. This was an excuse
for small groups of VIPs to visit their opposite
countries. The BEA Group was headed by Sir
Anthony Milward, Chairman of BEA and off
they went on Aeroflot to exotic places such as
Samarkand. Our area manager went with them
and I of course stayed in Moscow to look after
the shop. However, when they came back to
Moscow, Sir Anthony stayed on for a day or two
so the British Ambassador gave a dinner in the
embassy in his honour to which we were
invited. The embassy was actually an old
mansion overlooking the Moscow River and it
directly faced the Kremlin on the other bank.
The Soviets were not very happy with that given
the “equipment” which had come in on our
special Vanguard flight recently!

The British air attache was an Air
Commodore, which showed the importance of
the country given the political and military
situation at the time.

Come November 1969 our interesting time in
Moscow was coming to an end. We were about
to set off to work in New York – a place in quite
a bad way at that time! **

* Editors note: I'm assuming Brian never did
meet  Kim Philby, or at least if he did he is not
going to tell all on the pages of Throb News after
seven decades.

** Sounds to me like there is another story
there Brian!
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 hat seems
like a funny question to
which the easy response is “all
of us” because without it we would be
dead. However, some individuals and some
groups of people seem to be especially good at
it. Are they born with that talent or do they
develop it? It's likely to be a bit of both so let’s
take a look at some examples.

Free-Divers - diving without external oxygen
supply.

Most people can hold their breath
underwater for a few seconds, some for a few
minutes. But a group of people called the Bajau
takes free diving to the extreme, staying
underwater for as long as thirteen minutes at
depths of around 200 feet. These nomadic
people live in waters around the Philippines,
Malaysia, and Indonesia, where they dive to
hunt for fish. It has now been shown that a DNA
gene mutation leading to larger spleens gives
them an advantage for deep diving. Although we
can live without a spleen it does confer
advantage as it helps support the immune
system and recycle red blood cells. Since red
blood cells carry oxygen it would be an
advantage to have lots of them and it is
estimated that  the Bajau can hold up to 10%
more oxygenated blood in their system than us
ordinary folk. When examined, it was found
that the spleens of Bajau people were up to 50%
larger than nearby islanders who did not dive
and it is thought that Darwinian natural
selection has been responsible for this genetic
mutation over immense periods of time.

But not all free divers are Bajau and not all
live in the Pacific area. In fact free diving is a
sport and individuals can be trained to hold
their breath for periods of time most of us would
find hard to believe. We don't have the space
here to describe the process fully but training

often
starts in a
conventional pool even if
the trainee wants, eventually, to dive
in the sea, although as a 'sport' it is more often
pool based. For the first few weeks, the person
must learn simply to hold the breath for
increasing periods of time while floating face
down in the pool. To achieve increased time
takes practice but more importantly, relaxation
of the entire body. A relaxed body uses less
oxygen. Once breath holding has improved to a
significant level it can be combined with
swimming before moving on to ever deeper
diving. Under significant water pressure at
depth, the lungs can be severely damaged so
slow adaptation is essential in acquiring the
skill of free-diving.

Most of us won't ever feel the need to try this,
but it is interesting to note how rapidly the
human body can adapt to a reduced availability
of breathable oxygen and I know from  my own
experience that it is possible both to increase
my breath holding time (with no strain
experienced) and slow my resting breathing rate
which now averages about 10 breaths per
minute (bpm) instead of the more common
14-16 bpm. I can relax my body and mind in
this way which I have found to be very helpful
over the last, stressful few months

In the next issue we will look at breathing
adaptations that occur when living at high
altitudes.

T
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 I'm guessing that
many of us remember
the funny and eerie tales
of Roald Dahl that were
featured on television in
the 1980s. They were

fun to watch, but how
many of us have had a

'bright idea' only to find that
the consequences weren't quite what was
planned? Here are a few examples from real life:

Prison Reform? In an effort to help
rehabilitate the inmates, a prison in England
decided to offer education classes to the
'residents'.  One prisoner, Nicholas Webber,
used the time in his IT course to hack the
prison's computer system and cause havoc.
Why was Webber in prison in the first place?
Correct: For hacking computer systems!

Moral: Check why prisoners are doing time.

Plastic Shaming: A Canadian shop was fed
up with customers not bringing reusable bags
and decided to deter the customers from taking
the shop's own plastic throwaway bags by
branding them with fake store names that

included adult videos, a colon-care salon, and a
pharmacy specialising in wart treatment.
However, the bizarre nature of the bags made
them unusual and a big hit for customers who
wanted to appear 'cool and amusing' to show off
to their friends. So more plastic bags than ever
were taken!!

Moral:  Don't just assume you know what
people like or dislike.

The Cobra Effect:  The term came about
during colonial rule in India. The British
governors were concerned about a growing
number of venomous cobras and offered
residents rewards for every dead cobra they
could present. The problem was the pure greed
of capitalism as people started to farm cobras
purely to kill them and sell them to the
authorities.

Moral:  Think whether your solution could
encourage people on the look-out to make a
quick buck!

I bet that the THROB membership have
plenty of tales of unexpected consequences and
I'd love to feature them. So get writing and send
them in.

In the breathing article in the last issue of
Throb News I mentioned the practice of mouth
taping at night to train yourself to breathe
through the nose, reduce or eliminate snoring
and improve sleep.  I also reported that having
done this for some time I felt that I was sleeping
better and for longer, however this was simply
a subjective report as I had no data. But now I
have.  About three years ago I bought myself a
Fitbit watch and at that time the application
allowed access to quite detailed information
over a range of things including sleep. So I
monitored my sleep and was unsurprised to
find that it reported restlessness, lower than
optimal deep and REM sleep, ( both essential for
good health) and a fair number of wakeful
periods during the night. I stopped monitoring
sleep when Apple decided that to get that info

you now had to purchase the 'premium' app
and pay monthly.

Recently, out of the blue, Apple decided to
offer me the app for three months free of charge
so I went ahead. I'd already been mouth taping
for several weeks. I was pretty amazed at the
change in data. My length of sleep is now much
longer, always over seven hours and with little
restlessness. In addition my deep and REM
sleep totalled over one hour, which is above
average for my age-group. Given that, during
this period, I have felt quite stressed at times
due to lockdown restrictions, I can really only
put it down to the mouth taping. My breathing
rate throughout the night is also impressively
relaxed showing an average of 12 breaths per
minute. So I'd say that was a success!

I wonder if any of you have had a go and if so
what results you obtained. Your feedback is
welcomed.
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Join legions of gardeners and say “no” to mowing
this May to help our bees, butterflies, wildlife and
ourselves!

The wildflower conservation charity Plantlife’s No Mow
May campaign doesn’t ask you to do much. In fact, it asks you

to not do anything at all.
Just lock up your lawnmower for the month of May and let the wild

flowers in your lawn bloom, providing a feast of nectar for our hungry
pollinators.

At the end of the month, take the Every Flower Counts survey to discover
how many bees the UK’s lawns can feed and receive your very own “nectar
score”. You’ll help Plantlife learn more about the health of the nation’s
wildflowers and you can also join in The Great British Wildflower Hunt.

For more information visit: www.plantlife.org.uk/

As explained in The Garden Jungle, every time you use
pesticide spray, you kill as many of the beneficial insects as
you do the harmful ones. And “harmful” is in the mind of the
beholder. OK, aphids may look a bit messy and you might get
a few smaller runner beans but is that worth killing bees for?
Pests reproduce more quickly than predators, think greenfly,
blackfly etc - so, ironically, by spraying, you open up a
window of opportunity for the pests to dominate. If you stop

spraying, your insect friends - the ones that eat
the pests - will flourish. These little

fellows are voracious predators if you
give them the chance:

E

D

A

B

C

A Ladybird larva
B Earwig
C Hoverfly larva
D Lacewing larva
E Ladybird

Also, being a bit untidy, with a few damp
or messy corners, will encourage

other slug and snail eaters.

Sounds good

Had Slug Niçoise
for me supper

This intriguing book by
Professor Dave Goulson of the
University of Sussex reveals the
amazing diversity of wildlife in
even the smallest garden and
explains how to encourage it.

Ooo Yummy!


