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Born on this day
Simón Bolívar (1783-1830), South American revolutionary, military leader, and politician known as the Liberator for his leading role in the wars of Spanish American Independence. More than anyone else, Bolívar was responsible for the independence of five countries: Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia. Despite his success in leading these nations to independence, Bolívar never achieved his goal of creating a federation of Spanish American nations, and he died an unpopular figure because of his attempts to establish strong central governments in the nations he led to independence. Today most Spanish Americans hold Bolívar in high regard for his role as a leader of independence

Ernest Bloch, Swiss-American composer (1880) of “Israel : Symphony for Orchestra” (1916) and “Méditation Hébraïque” (1924)
Alexandre Dumas père, novelist and playwright (1802)
Amelia Earhart, aviator (1897)
On this day in history

1701: The French trader Antoine de la Mothe, Sieur de Cadillac, founds Detroit (originally La Ville d'Etroit, “city of the strait”) to control the fur trade in the region.
1847: American religious leader Brigham Young and his followers arrive in the Great Salt Lake Valley, where they found the settlement that becomes Salt Lake City. 
1866: In an early step in Reconstruction, the process of rebuilding the United States after the Civil War, Tennessee becomes the first Confederate state readmitted to the Union after the war. 
1959: Vice President Richard Nixon, while visiting a model kitchen in a U.S. exhibition in Moscow, holds an impromptu debate with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev about the merits of communism and capitalism. 
1974: The U.S. Supreme Court rules that President Richard Nixon must turn over his tapes of White House conversations regarding the Watergate scandal to Special Prosecutor Leon Jaworski. 
Hunting for Votes in the Holy Land by Ulrike Putz, Der Spiegel, July 22, 2008

Barack Obama's visit to Israel on Wednesday will be filled with Kodak moments at the Weaping Wall and hundreds of reporters will meticulously detail his every gesture.  Most of all, though, it will be a show for US voters.  Some have doubts about Obama's loyalty to Israel.  Still, the Middle East has bigger problems to deal with at the moment. […]
Obama will spend just 36 hours in Israel, the last stop on his Middle East tour before he heads to Europe. On Wednesday he will have a series of meetings with top Israeli politicians and visit the essential sites of any Jerusalem itinerary -- the Holocaust memorial Yad Vashem and the Wailing Wall.  He has set aside just two hours for an excursion to Ramallah where he is scheduled to meet Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas. On Thursday morning he will fly on to Germany for the European part of his tour. 

Maybe Obama would have been better advised to pencil in a little more time for the Holy Land. His visit could be of huge importance for the US election in November.  Jewish voters in America will be scrutinizing his every move to judge how pro-Israel he is.  Even though only four percent of Americans eligible to vote are of the Jewish faith, their vote has disproportionately large weight because Jewish Americans spend above-average amounts on campaign donations and pro-Israeli lobbies wield strong influence in Washington.

Deep Mistrust: A majority of Jewish voters in America traditionally vote for the Democratic Party. But Obama has suffered from a credibility problem with them ever since his "Jerusalem faux pas". At the start of June he held a speech at the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, a well-known Jewish lobby group, his first big foreign policy speech after he became the presumptive Democratic nominee.  "Jerusalem will remain the capital of Israel, and it must remain undivided," the Illinois senator said to rapturous applause from the 7,000-strong audience, for whom the statement amounted to strong support for their political stance. 

But Palestinian leaders reacted with anger and dismay to that sentence.  Israel calls the city its undivided and eternal capital, but this status has never been recognized internationally. Palestinians want East Jerusalem, captured by Israel in 1967, for a future capital.  The issue of what compromise can be found on Jerusalem is one of the toughest in the entire Middle East process.  No politician who has even a little expertise on Middle East affairs would ever commit themselves on the Jerusalem issue. 

And so Obama had no choice but to correct his statement publicly. "You know, the truth is that this was an example where we had some poor phrasing in the speech," he said in a CNN interview on July 13.  He said his point had been "that we don't want barbed wire running through Jerusalem, similar to the way it was prior to the '67 war, that it is possible for us to create a Jerusalem that is cohesive and coherent." 

The episode led to deep mistrust of Obama among the people who had celebrated his initial bold statement.  How could this man, whose middle name is "Hussein" after his Muslim father, be trusted to stand by his words and by Israel in the future?  A Gallup opinion poll in May showed that 61 percent of American Jews planned to vote for Obama.  Only 31 percent said they would vote for his Republican opponent John McCain. That wasn't a good result for Obama compared with previous elections.  […]
Fears About Iran: But it's not just voters in America who will be closely watching Obama's position on the Middle East conflict this week. The Israeli government also wants to find out more about the man who may soon be in charge of Israeli's most important strategic ally.  Olmert's talk with Obama will focus on just one issue, according to sources in Jerusalem -- Iran.  The Iranian nuclear program, the growing influence of the Shiite state in the region -- there is nothing that currently worries Israel more than the threats from Tehran. Jerusalem is all the more concerned given that Washington has recently been striking a more conciliatory chord in its dealings with Iran.  […] Jerusalem fears that America might be starting to waver in its ironclad support for Israel regarding Iran […] 

German Banks Could Hemorrhage 70 Billion Euros, Der Spiegel, July 22, 2008
The fallout in Germany from exposure to America's subprime crisis may turn out to be far bigger than previously feared.  One major newspaper is putting estimated losses at a whopping 70 billion euros, while a prominent politician warns that the US recession has already arrived in Germany. 
German banking executives fear the current financial crisis is quickly shaping up to be the worst since 1929. In its Friday edition, mass-circulation daily Bild newspaper cites banking insiders who predict that total losses at German banks from the American subprime mortgage loan crisis could hit the €70-billion ($111 billion) mark. 

Vicious Ideologue Renews Attack on Social Security by: Dean Baker, 
Co-director of the Center for Economic and Policy Research, truthout.org, July 21, 2008

Billionaire investment banker Peter Peterson is back on the warpath. He just established a new foundation with a $1 billion endowment, the main purpose of which is to cut back spending on Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid.  These programs, which provide an essential safety net to virtually the entire country, are hugely popular and will be politically difficult to cut. Nonetheless, $1 billion is a lot of money. Therefore, Peterson's campaign deserves to be taken seriously.

Peterson has long been an ardent foe of these programs. He first rose to national prominence as commerce secretary in the Nixon administration. He then returned to the private sector and became a partner in the Blackstone Group, a very successful private equity fund.  Mr. Peterson is fond of telling his audiences that he doesn't need his Social Security. Of course, as a manager in a private equity fund, Mr. Peterson was allowed to take advantage of the fund manager tax subsidy - a provision of the tax code that allows some of the richest people in the country to pay much lower tax rates than ordinary workers.

With his enormous wealth, Mr. Peterson was probably given more than 1,000 times as much money through this tax subsidy as the typical worker can expect to see on her Social Security. Needless to say, if the rest of us had been beneficiaries of the government's largesse to the same extent as Mr. Peterson, we would not need our Social Security either.

Mr. Peterson's public crusading against Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid began in 1992 when he formed the Concord Coalition. This organization crusades for cuts in these programs under the pretext of fiscal responsibility.  Mr. Peterson has also written several books calling for cuts in these programs with ominous titles like "Gray Dawn: How the Coming Age Wave Will Transform America," which warns that the country will be bankrupted by the retirement of the baby boomers. He uses his power and wealth to publicize these diatribes and get them reviewed in top outlets, such as the New York Times Book Review.

While Peterson's efforts appeal largely to Republicans, he generally pulls enough Democrats on board that he can pass off his attacks on the country's key social programs as bipartisan. In fact, the media often treat Peterson's assault on the social safety net as being above the political fray, allowing him to spout his views unanswered on major national talk shows.

Peterson has not been shy about using slippery logic to advance his agenda. For example, back in the 90's he argued for cutting the annual cost-of-living adjustment for Social Security, which is tied to the consumer price index (CPI), based on the claim that the CPI substantially overstates the true rate of inflation. If Peterson's claim about a CPI overstatement were true, then it would imply that incomes are rising far more rapidly than our projections show. 
Peterson's CPI adjustment would mean that our children and grandchildren will be far richer than we could possibly imagine, because incomes are rising so rapidly. Similarly, the retirees for whom he wanted to cut benefits actually spent much of their lives in poverty. If incomes have been rising more rapidly than the official data show, then we must have been far poorer in the past than the data show.

In the same vein, Peterson supported the partial privatization of Social Security, based on assumptions on stock returns that were inconsistent with the profit growth projections of the Social Security trustees, and the price-to-earnings ratios that existed in the stock market at the time. In the push to cut Social Security and Medicare, Peterson does not feel the need to be bound by the truths of logic and arithmetic.

There is a fundamental point on which Peterson is correct. The long-term budget projections do show a horror story of enormous deficits. But these projections are not driven by aging and overly generous retirement programs. They are driven by projections that our private health care system, which already costs twice as much per person as the average for other rich countries, will get ever more inefficient through time. If we never fix our health care system, then we will face an economic disaster, which will include serious budget problems, since half of our health care is paid for through government programs such as Medicare and Medicaid.

This reality would suggest the importance of reforming the health care system. Health care reform would mean confronting the insurance and pharmaceutical industries, as well as the doctors' lobbies. These groups have serious power. That's why Mr. Peterson prefers to stick with granny bashing. 

Golden Girls pay tribute to Getty, BBCnews, July 23, 2008
The stars of US sitcom The Golden Girls have paid tribute to actress Estelle Getty, who has died at the age of 84.  Bea Arthur, who played her on-screen daughter Dorothy Zbornak, called their partnership "one of the greatest comic duos", adding: "I will miss her."  Rue McClanahan, Blanche in the series, said: "She'll always be with us in her crowning achievement, Sophia Petrillo." 

Getty, whose role as the sarcastic pensioner won her an Emmy award, had been suffering from advanced dementia.  Her son, Carl Gettleman, said she was "one of the most talented comedic actresses who ever lived".  Apart from the Golden Girls, Getty's credits included films like Mannequin and Stop! Or My Mom Will Shoot. 

According to her official website, the actress was born Estelle Scher in the Lower East Side of New York City after her parents emigrated to the US from Poland.  But the actress faced a long struggle for success, working in poorly-paid office jobs to help support her family while she tried to make her big break.  "I knew I could be seduced by success in another field, so I'd say, 'don't promote me, please,"' she later recalled. 

After trying her hand at stand-up comedy - later calling it "her biggest mistake" - she began to land a smattering of films and TV roles, including parts in Tootsie and Deadly Force. 

But it was The Golden Girls which made her a household name and saw her nominated for an Emmy seven times.  The sitcom, which focused on the lives of four older women living in a shared home in Miami, Florida, was developed by US TV network NBC after its programming chief Brandon Tartikoff decided that older viewers were being ignored. 

Getty was the last actress to be cast for the series - having failed two auditions because producers thought she did not look old enough to play an 80-year-old.  But the wisecracking Sophia Petrillo proved so popular that she was brought back for two spin-off shows - Empty Nest and The Golden Palace - in the 1990s.  Audiences particularly loved the verbal zingers Getty would hurl at her co-stars. 

When Rue McClanahan's libidinous character Blanche once complained that her life was an open book, Sophia shot back: "Your life's an open blouse."  Nonetheless, Getty said she was only "a teensy-weensy bit" like her most famous creation.  "I think people have me mixed up with my character," she said, while admitting: "I would like to be as sure and magnanimous and feisty and strong and indomitable as she is."  She married Arthur Gettleman at the age of 23, from whom she adapted her stage name. 

After The Golden Girls, Getty secured several memorable film roles - in particular her grotesque comic turn as Sylvester Stallone's mother in Stop! Or My Mom Will Shoot - and launched a successful exercise video for older women.  But she was unable to join a Golden Girls reunion in 2004 due to her failing health.  The star's husband passed away that same year. 

Getty died at her home three days short of her 85th birthday and is survived by her two sons, Carl and Barry.  She was loved throughout the world in six continents," said Carl in a statement, "and if they loved sitcoms in Antarctica she would have been loved on seven continents." 

How will you use the time you have left? by Mary Schmich, Chicago Tribune, 7-16-08

My mother put down her fork, picked up her glass of wine and took a sip.  I had taken her out to dinner, and we were talking about nothing much.  "I keep wondering," she said, without preamble, "what I'm going to do with the time I have left." In the length of a swallow, she had segued from nothing much to something huge.  "I could have a year," she went on. "Or 10. However long it is, I can't spend it all just sitting in the chair and staring at the yard."
A few months ago, it looked as if my mother, who is 85, might not last a few more weeks. But she got an extension on the deadline, which was great, except that the question now pesters her like a bill collector: What are you going to do with the time you have left? When my mother asked that question, I heard an echo of Mary Oliver's poem "The Summer Day." […] Here are the last few lines:
I don't know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn 't everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?
However you phrase it—as poetically as Mary Oliver, or as bluntly as my mother—it's a question that doesn't pose itself only at 85. In old age, it may knock at the heart like a firefighter at the door, but at any age it's one of life's basic quandaries.  Every now and then, most of us imagine we have answered the question. Start a job, make a move, get married, have a kid, plant a garden, renovate the kitchen. Problem solved.
We construct our days to avoid having to answer the question again, jamming the hours with routines and obligations—which, if we are lucky, add up to a sense of purpose—that squeeze out space for the existential squirm.  But the question never goes away. It shifts, it hides. When those routines and obligations are disrupted, it pounces again.
You may lose a job, y our health, your house, a pet, someone you love, which is to say you may lose your habits and a piece of who you think you are. Now what are you going to do with the time you have left?  The question gets tougher to answer even as it grows more pressing.  When my mother considers what she will do with her remaining time, she works within the shrinking boundaries of her body.
Her fingers are so gnarled that she unpries them one by one, lifting the thumb off the index finger, the middle finger off the ring finger, opening her joints by pressing her palm on the arm of a chair.  So much for the hands that once flew through Chopin, easily gripped a pen to write. Those pastimes, gone. And even though she still goes out, to lunch, to church, to a book club, walking is a chore.
So she sits a lot. "I'm counting the roses," she said when I found her in her chair a couple of days after our dinner conversation. She looked pleased. "I keep getting different answers." And maybe that's the truth at any age: The answer keeps changing. You learn to find pleasure in pondering the question.
NOTHING LIKE INTERNATIONAL HUMOR: The Italian Elbow
An Italian grandmother is giving directions to her grown grandson who is coming to visit with his wife.
'You comma to de front door of the apartamenta.  I am inna apartamenta 301.  There issa bigga panel at the front door.  With you elbow, pusha button 301. I will buzza you in. Comma inside, the elevator is on the right. Get in, and with you elbow, pusha 3. When you get out, I'mma on the left. With you elbow, hit my doorbell.' 
'Grandma, that sounds easy, but, why am I hitting all these buttons with my elbow? 
'What . . . . . .. .. You comma empty-handed?'

SAILING TO A FLORIDA RETIREMENT COMMUNITY IN THE EVERGLADES
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