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AS I begin my first column, I must confess to some "opening write" jitters.

The Sunday Mail has been part of my life since I was a child. I used to draw pictures and post them to Possum's Pages. But sadly, there comes a time when one must move on, so last week I stopped sending my drawings in.

You may remember my final published work: Picture of Square House With Triangle Roof and Squiggly Chimney Smoke - Richard, Age 28. It's on Mum's fridge.

I'm sure those jitters aren't just the result of nervousness. It's probably got more to do with this nasty zombie super-flu that's going around. It's gotten hold of me.

In my experience, this flu is like a mob hit from a film like Goodfellas. You get whacked when you least expect it. One minute I'm laughing and having a good time and the next I'm in the boot of Joe Pesci's car, taking a little ride out to the Flu Jersey Turnpike.

And sometimes you are suffering so bad from flu that you display delusion, such as thinking Mafia metaphors and puns are the right creative decision for your first article.

I have no idea how I got flu. We've all shaken the wrong hand or touched the wrong door or imported the wrong small monkey from Africa to be a pet.

I'm now scrunched on the couch, puffy-eyed, swollen-nosed, shrouded in a blanket, while aches and sweats take shifts in my body. Of course, being a man, you'd never catch me complaining.

Not to cause alarm but Australian scientists did this week warn of a possible flu pandemic in the next 12 months. Plus, Premier Mike Rann has recommended all South Australians get the flu vaccine. It's certainly the hot topic. Make that the hot, then cold, then hot again, then clammy topic.

But the flu shot is a gamble. You could get the injection, possibly be sick for a day, and then be in the clear. Or you could risk it and be fine. It's a dilemma. It's also the kind of argument a guy like me uses when he's too chicken to say he's scared of needles. Let me explain.

I've taken a bouncer in the head during a game of cricket. That can sting. I've been kicked in the groin during a game of "friendly footy". Friendly fire, more like. All guys know that feeling. Without exaggeration, it's the most painful experience of all time, plus infinity times 10 trillion. But you can handle it.

HOWEVER, as soon as the doctor pulls out that syringe, I lose it. There's something unnatural about having your arm punctured with a long, cold needle. I know the shot will do me good, but spiders catch flies as well, and I know a few chaps frightened of them.

Fortunately, living in modern times means a greater choice of remedies; acupuncture, aromatherapy, herbal extracts, among others. I'm open to all of that stuff. Whatever works, bring it on.

One of the dumbest tenets of masculinity is that when the chips are down, we should soldier on.

I went to work sick, just for a day. Everybody advised against it, not just because I needed rest, but also for the valid notion that I'd pass the flu on to workmates.

This makes sense, but which workplaces are 100 per cent hygienic anyway?

I once read that there are more germs on your computer than in your bathroom. Do a spring clean of your keyboard sometime. All the crud between those letters builds up.

Eyelashes, crumbs, and the occasional unexplained green globule. Eww-where did that come from? Giving the computer a tidy is like a trip down memory lane. 512 megabytes of memory lane, to be exact.

So is the flu getting worse, or are we just whingeing more? I'm no expert, but maybe it's a little of both.

In old-timey times, it was all stiff upper lip, spirit of Dunkirk and whatnot. Flu or no, you carried a hanky, slicked back your hair with Brylcreem, got on your penny-farthing and went about your day.

Thankfully now we're more open with our feelings. If someone asks how you are, most of us will give an honest answer.

Or possibly you'll give them way more info than necessary, until they're backing away, trying to end the conversation, looking at you like something that just won't go down the toilet, even after repeated flushes.

It's possible the suffer-in-silence-brigade were on to something back then.

If you can't say something nice, don't say anything. With that in mind, do you know what the best thing about having the flu is? Sickness has the tendency to make daytime TV pleasurable for the first time ever.

Not that I'm a fan of Days of Our Lives, but when the heck is Brady going to move on from Chloe and make a commitment to Nicole?

I clearly need more medicine. Nurse!
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JUST the other night I was at a party and my ears pricked up at a conversation taking place with the minglers next to me.

The phrase "new feminism" cut its way through the smoke and music.

I chewed on that phrase in my mind. I understood "feminism", ie Germaine Greer and what have you. I understood "new" as in "the new Holden Monaro". But the idea of "new feminism" in this party conversation was in reference to the latest episode of Desperate Housewives.

In particular, the championing of the female characters as independent, modern women, and how bad they made the men look. And that's indicative of a lot of television.

So - according to this group - the "new feminism" was the advancement of the female cause at the expense of, rather than the result of working with, men.

These days men can get into trouble for just talking about women. But if you don't mind, today I'm going to be the point man on this one. Guys, if you could back me up, that'd be sweet. Everybody lock and load.

Some say that since Housewives came on the scene, women have been empowered with a bolder voice. This is a program where we're led to sympathise with Eva Longoria who has a clandestine affair with the gardener, but we should loathe Teri Hatcher's husband, who left so he could marry his secretary.

Ergo - yay women, and boo men. Because we're all pigs, you see.

It's an entertaining notion, but it was more entertaining when I first encountered it on Sex and the City. Or maybe it was one of those other rare shows that feature a bunch of ladies drinking coffee and complaining about men. Perhaps Ally McBeal, The Golden Girls, or Oprah. Now I'm not so much entertained as a little miffed.

Maybe in the zeal of political correctness there's been an overcorrection somewhere along the line. It wasn't that long ago men truly ran the world. And we did a lousy job. We wouldn't get our deposits back.

Look at our resumes - wars, genocide, pollution, the aluminium cricket bat. I agree - men are a bit of a laughing stock.

But then, rightly, women all decided to change things and get in on some of this world-domination action. Equality was in, sexual discrimination was out, and thank God - whoever he or she may be.

But we blokes didn't really pay attention. We went along with it, nodding but not really listening. Well, this did all happen while we were watching the footy, and you know how we get. Seriously, wait until quarter time.

So rather than create a meaningful dialogue of give and take, men just went right on driving the car on the PC road trip while women surveyed the map, finding different routes.

Rather than stop and ask for directions, we zoned out and followed our noses. We knew that if we disagreed, we'd be sleeping on the couch. And you know how that journey ends. In a little cul-de-sac called Wisteria Lane. This is a place where, like most TV shows, the women are geniuses and the men are clueless lunkheads. Just watch Everybody Loves Raymond, The King of Queens, Friends, or Malcolm in the Middle. And Homer and Marge, I love you, but you're in that lot, too.

And that's not even counting the "mere male" style of column found in the women's mags, where readers can chortle along at the fatuous antics and pratfalls of the male gender. Or, for that matter, the countless radio topics on "men say the darndest things" and "blokey, bungling buffoonish blokes".

Final thought: how about some Desperate Housemen? A show devoted to broken-spirited husbands who spend weekends with their wives shopping for curtains and, oh yes, cuddling.

Nothing against marriage, but I've seen the crazy-eyed look of fear in married friends. One night I dropped in on a mate to see if he could join us at the pub. His wife was using him as a model for her bridesmaid dress. As she was fixing the shoulder pads, he mouthed: "Take me with you."

Yes, we band of brothers do some dim stuff. Played back on a VCR, our lives would run like a Funniest Home Videos montage, all to the tune of Paul Kelly's Dumb Things. But don't you think things seem a little disproportionate?

It makes me want to burn a bra. If only I could unhook it. Fourteen years of practice and I'm still fumbling back there. C'mon girls. Can we look into some Velcro?

Oh, well, you do it every day. Maybe women are smarter.
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q

I AM on the school bus when we hit a girl in the road. Everyone acts like nothing happened. I get off the bus and fi nd the girl unconscious. I grab my friend's phone and try to call 000 but my fi ngers can't press the buttons. I see my mum and say we need to get an ambulance but she just drags the girl off the road and tells me to go to school, so I get back on the bus and we all carry on like nothing happened.

All I can remember is that the girl was blonde with brown eyes. RACHEL L., PADTHAWAY

a

YOUR life seems hemmed in by rules and responsibilities and your dream shows you're anxious and miserable about it. The girl in the road is an important messenger. She's the part of you that you can't afford to ignore any more, even if everyone else seems determined to freeze her out. Does this blonde, brown-eyed girl remind you of anyone? Could you give her a name, write a story about her, imagine where she' come from and what she wants? Don't ignore her - she is a key to an important skill or hobby that you need to bring into your life.

q

I DON'T have many dreams and I sleep well, but I do wake up a lot through the night. The funny thing about it is the time. The clock would read 2.22am, 5.55am or 4.44am. It's always a run of numbers or it would sometimes read as a sequence like 1.23am or 2.34am. KADINA, SA

a

HUMANS like to make sense of things so we look for patterns in the world around us Your concern for numbers and sequences points to your strong desire for order and skill for organisation. You need to use these attributes in your career, whether that's business, accounting science or systems. Take your mind off the clock and aim higher in your job.
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What is a mate?

I know Australia is supposedly built on mateship.

The donkey to Simpson - there was a mate. Strop to Paul Hogan - a great mate. Wayne Carey to Anthony Stevens - maybe I could rethink that last one. But you see my point.

As a people we make mates faster than any other people in the world. It's one of our skills. Head abroad and if there's an Australian around, chances are you'll be firm friends for a long time. I've got Aussie mates from almost every overseas trip I've been on and we still email years later. Amazing, considering the only thing we had in common was that were both trying to find Coopers on tap in the middle of Kentucky.

I'm sure that Adelaideans in particular have a mate radar, seeking out potential chums where it seems there are none.

Even if you're a South Aussie in the middle of nowhere, feeling as if you're the only person on Earth, whether in a jungle in deepest Africa or freezing in Antarctica, chances are you'll hear that unmistakable accent shear through the silence: "Get stuffed. I went to Modbury High, too. How's it goin', mate?"

As a kid, my best friend was whoever had the coolest toy. As I got older, my values shifted, my perspective matured and I realised what mateship is truly about. It's not about who has the coolest toy or newest video game. It's about who has the best car.

I've recently discovered, sadly, that mates enter stage left and exit stage right for your entire life. I don't have the same pals I had when I was seven and I've lost touch with most of my high school buddies. Some of the friendships I had just last year have gone sideways, now nothing more than the occasional text message.

I tried to take a roll call of all of the mates who've been in my life. I got to 22. And a disturbing amount of those were imaginary.

But if you're blessed, you'll get the precious couple of comrades who'll stick to you like bird poo on a blanket.

Men find it particularly easy to bond. The formula is so simple.

And, ladies, this is a pearl. If you want to know how to buttonhole a man, take it from someone who's had some experience with them. Because when you're friends with a male, it's much easier to take it to the next level.

When looking for mates, we blokes don't care about another bloke's past, his ambitions, his personality or sense of humour.

I guess the movie Diner and the book High Fidelity illustrate my point best: men don't want to know what you're like, they want to know what you like.

Here's a for-instance. Say I meet a chap in a social setting. High tea, or a lounge where one imbibes of liquor, or what have you. This gentleman could be a heinous individual whose every word rubs me the wrong way. However, if he mentions in any way that he's a fan of something I'm also a fan of, he's a mate for life.

The vibe drifts from frosty acquaintances to diehard buds double-quick.

"You're into Bob Dylan too? Let's shake hands. Wow, I know The Big Lebowski word for word as well - I'll buy you a beer. So, I guess you think the Crows are a white-hot chance at the flag this year? Give me a hug, palooka. Let's get a Yiros. You want my phone number? I don't know."

Hey - even mates have to play hard to get once in a while. You've got to leave some mystery for the second date. And only then do you show him some skin.

But that's how easy it is.

And, girls, if you have no idea what to talk to men about, there's the three reliable standbys: pizza, the Rolling Stones and - oh yeah, other girls.

Following this step-by-step process and you'll soon have yourself a friend. Someone who'll be there for you. They might still be your mate even if you're making a goose of yourself with an umbrella in a fountain.

If you're lucky, you admire your mate. You love him for his honesty and loyalty.

He has an innate ability to put up with the wide load of steaming fresh guff you shove through his transom now and again. Together, you can share a silence without it being uncomfortable and you can go weeks without talking.

My best mate is the funniest, sweetest, smartest, strongest, bravest friend I've known. How he puts up with me I'll never know. Like they say, I guess opposites attract.
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Men have always loved a magazine.

Ever since Hef slipped on a dressing-gown and Larry Flynt left his family's moonshine still to sell nudie pics for cash, the monthly mag has been a guy thing.

I'm quite happy to admit that I like the occasional lad's mag.

Once Marilyn Monroe appeared on the cover of the first Playboy, men through the ages have been drawn to that area of the newsagent, pretending to look at Easy Knitting while secretly whipping glances at the intriguing plastic-covered periodicals.

We can't help it. We're visual creatures. I'm lucky to finish this column without being distracted by that wacky possum that hangs out in the tree next to my window. Love that guy. But back to it.

The words "men's magazine" used to have a seedy connotation. Just the titles alone sounded icky: Hustler, Swank, Gent, Club, Penthouse. In my teenage years, all the way back in the 1990s, they were difficult to come by and treasured among schoolboys.

This is before the internet, of course. All you have to do now is go to a reputable site, or obtain some peer-to-peer file sharing software, punch in your credit card number, expiry date, email address and contact information, before you're given a username, password, password reminder code, and even then the material is probably best viewed by way of a coded orthogonal frequency division modulation modem with a fibre-optic landline broadband connection. Or so I've heard.

In my day, we had to walk 12 miles with no shoes in the freezing snow with no lunch to get a men's glossy. You teenagers today don't know how lucky you are.

One thing women just will never believe is that we do sometimes buy it for the articles. Some of the features in Penthouse, for instance, focus on significant issues and are usually of a high standard.

The famous Playboy interview in itself is not to be missed: it can be a hard-hitting, in-depth dialogue with anyone from presidents to movie directors to billionaires to sports heroes.

Plus, there's like, total babes in there. However, the particular mags I'm a fan of are the new breed. You know, those ones that started cropping up in the mid-'90s. FHM. Loaded. Maxim. Ralph. Usually in the same section as Wheels and Kerrang!

Girls, if you still need directions in the newsagent's, take 10 steps sideways past the women's mags. Go past the publications devoted to fashion, diets, children, children's birthday parties, baby showers, Oprah, celebrities, horoscopes, TV, TV soaps, yoga, fitness, engagement parties, engagement rings, engagements, weddings, bridal wear, bridal showers, wedding vows, wedding receptions, honeymoons and anniversaries, and check out the scant 8cm or 10cm of shelf real-estate devoted to men's interests.

When publishers realised they could turn some coin on this new socially "acceptable" type of mag, it was a masterstroke. They walk the tightrope between naughty and nice, between sassy and sexist.

The women may be scantily clad, sure, but the only nudity you're likely to see is from one of the inevitable pictorials on some guy suffering from elephantiasis.

These periodicals are irreverent, fascinating, tastefully titillating and a genuinely good read. They're a supercool celebration of manhood, always served with a side dish of tongue in cheek. It could be a profile on monster trucks, Star Wars spreads, features on true crime, how to survive shark attacks or candid sex talk with actual women.

I can even find a snazzy pair of duds in there. That's my kind of shopping.

And they're all laced with a healthy amount of delusion that those freakishly airbrushed girls in the pictorials would actually be interested in you. Yeah, right. Put that corsage away until you can kick a footy 80 metres or become a Gold Coast nightclub owner, Casanova. These sisters are strictly Bono territory.

What's incredible to me is a lot of girls give that big self-righteous eye roll when they see a chap in the office leafing through a Ralph, but will then take great delight in sniping at paparazzi shots of fat celebrities without make-up leaving nightclubs at 3am. Come on down to moral low ground country ladies - the view's great.

One tip: instead of a centrefold, how about a Mad Magazine-style fold in?

Just a heads up, though: once we men can work out how to turn an ordinary picture of, say, Angela Lansbury into Elisha Cuthbert, we won't leave the house for days.
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I'm getting to the age where I'm starting to notice something. The once-lustrous locks that covered a youthful head have started to thin.

Like some strange follicle gentrification, the robust and profuse tresses in Scalptown have sold up and hit the bricks. In their place have come the eyesores of townhouses and Tuscan-style apartments of bare, hairless skin.

This isn't happening to me, mind you. Thank God. Just some friends of mine. Poor guys.

Balding is one of the biggest fears men have. I don't have that much going for me in the beefcake department, except for my hair. It's thick, it grows fast and I have plenty of it.

Not that I'm bragging, mind you, but it's one of my few selling points. When you've got a buyer looking at your car, you don't mention the cracked radiator. You pull focus to the shiny new windscreen, if you know what I'm saying.

I've done the research into my family tree and it doesn't look like I'll be losing this mane any time soon, which, ironically, is a huge load off my mind.

Whichever way the barber cuts it, hair is sexy. Body language experts always tell us that during a date, playing with hair is a sure sign that someone is interested. I just wish they'd told me you were meant to play with your own hair, and not the other person's.

The defoliating process is distressing and the cause of great insecurity among men. We may put up a carefree front, but the day we start losing our hair is the day our self-esteem drops to a notch just below Kurt Cobain on the egometer.

The good thing is that in the company of men, there'll be a lot of sensitivity and compassion toward an individual who is hair-challenged. At a barbecue the other night, in a quiet few moments after giving our bald brother the Benny Hill head slap, I felt just the slightest tinge of sympathy.

Of course, we then went on to craft the most incredible comb-over crop circle on his head for which two men in England have since taken credit.

There's so many different strand-by-strands of baldness. There's "the recession you had to have", where the real estate between the eyebrows and the hairline is expanding at a rate of an acre a month. And let's not forget the "Friar Tuck", where the crown becomes a desert and the scalp suddenly transforms into a barren wasteland.

Or the "full Brazilian", where apart from a few persistent hairs on the sides, upstairs it's strictly baby-bottom terrain.

Some men embrace their loss, and go the full Peter Garrett, and more power to them. I admire that honesty - they're not only playing the card they're dealt, but betting the house on it as well.

There's always been a certain percentage of women who claim to like baldness in men. Maybe they're just drawn to the money they save on mousse. Whatever gets your bull running, I suppose. I'd like to believe women are attracted to chrome-domers, but something tells me that Angry Anderson gets less action than Guy Sebastian, for instance. Okay, bad example.

It goes back to the days of Samson. Hair is seen as a symbol of strength. Why do you think Lleyton took so long to cut his?

On a subconscious level, men like Elvis, Bill Clinton or Mick Jagger seem to be more powerful than, say, guys like Michael Stipe, John Howard or Sinead O'Connor.

Luckily the male species has developed a number of ingenious strategies to either impede nature's cruel repo job, or just plain hide it from view. Hats, toupees, plugs, comb-overs, Regaine, wigs - these are usually met with limited success.

I once saw a chap in a rug so obvious it seemed almost Persian in its craftsmanship. I checked, and, yes, there was a deliberate flaw weaved into it, because as we all know, perfection is solely the realm of the Creator.

A cliche tells us that bald men have hair everywhere except for where they want it most, namely the back, neck and ears.

Some men are so hirsute in this regard that the naked run to the shower tends to look like that 1970s home-video footage of the Sasquatch. Plugs involve the transplanting of these follicles to your head.

Baldness is a big business. Even Shane Warne is yeah-yeahing all the way to the bank. I had no idea he was even losing his hair.

Perhaps it really is a solar panel for a sex machine.
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Richard asks: What don't you understand about the opposite sex?

BAI NAHAK 23,

Torrens Park

Mood swings.

They are hot one minute and cold the next. I get confused. I just try to stay out of the way until it's over.

DIANA BILBIJA 23,

Fulham Gardens

Throwing their towels on the floor.

It's so easy to hang it on a rack. Instead they go and get a new one when the old one stinks.

JENNIE ADAMS 24,

Norton Summit

Their attachment to toys. Whether it's calculators and MP3 players or sports cars and aeroplanes, it's always boys and their toys.

FERNANDA ALVES 27,

Norton Summit

They will always try to do something, even if they know they can't, just so they don't look like they're getting left behind.

CRYSTAL FAWCETT 18,

Manningham

They're gross and unhygienic. They also fight a lot when they don't have to.

They should talk about things instead of just using their fists.

JESSICA JASIN 18,

Manningham

They say things they don't mean, like "I love you" or "I'll call you" and then they act in a way that contradicts what they say.
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According to a recent survey, we're in the middle of a dude drought. Statistics show there are 20,000 more women in their 20s and 30s than men in Australia.

Closer to home, there are more single women in the suburb of Seaford Rise than in any other Adelaide postcode.

Which, of course, begs the important sociological question: what's the quickest way to Seaford Rise?

From where I'm standing in the meet market, I see the women holding all the cards. I headed to a singles bar this week to investigate, and quickly realised two things.

First - the girls have the upper hand in pub and club culture. Second - it was going to be very difficult to explain to my girlfriend that I was at a singles' bar until 3am buying drinks for a German exchange student called Lene. It's "research", honey. Sure, I smell of perfume - in the journalism trade, we call that "deep background".

It's tough to be a single guy out there these days. The process begins as soon as you rock up to a hotspot. There's the judgmental ogling as your sense of style and body language is assessed. Then, you get some confidence up, say hello and ask a few questions.

You put out an interested, but nonchalant, vibe. It feels like you're making progress. Things are looking good. But then, inevitably, the rejection. It's hard to believe you're not good enough, but you decide to hang around for a few minutes anyway . . . then the bouncer decides to let you in.

Most men will agree: if the venue is packed, women will get priority entry and quicker bar service and, when leaving, they'll get a cab long before any man. I'm the first to admit I understand the reasons. Some men can get a little rowdy when they're liquored up.

I'm always just a little embarrassed for my gender when there's a particularly loud and crass group of blokes calling attention to themselves. C'mon, lads - have some class. Leave that kind of talk for the backyard barbecue or, at the very least, a hotel industry function attended by Sydney politicians.

In my experience, I've seen no such thing as a man drought. It all begins at puberty - the girls can pick a guy at any time, because adolescent boys are so desperate they'll chase a snake.

And it doesn't really change all that much as you get older. Nightclubs are just like high school, but with less alcohol.

I have four good male friends who have been single for most of their adulthood. They're attractive, smart and have great careers. It really is mystifying. It's not as if they don't have active social lives.

They're always at the gym, or shopping for clothes. They often fly to Sydney for the weekend with their all-male beach volleyball team, or hold entertaining Judy Garland Appreciation Nights, and yet they just can't seem to find the right girl. I can't work it out.

On the other hand, all of the women I've ever known in my life are attached. Even the girl from my primary school who ate more glue than Ralph Wiggum is married now.

During my university years, I DJ'd at a club. It was the best job in the world. So I guess I have some experience with reading crowds.

Go to any nightclub, and men are usually over-represented. They're the ones on the side of the dance floor nursing a drink, scoping the field with a hopeful, almost sad, gaze. Some of them are even dancing, or think they're dancing. Why is it that men think gurning an overbite with their mouth helps them with rhythm?

Men are all around. They've been front and centre, present and correct the whole time. The problem is the modern male has been told a million conflicting things from so-called dating "experts", so even thinking about approaching a girl gives us the jim-jams.

If we're too confident, we're an aggressive pig. If we wait for the other to make a move, we're insecure and cowardly. If we're sincere, then we're nice guys. Too nice, almost.

And nice guys do tend to finish last. However, I do know one nice guy who hasn't courted a girl in many years. The next date he goes on, he'll definitely finish first, if you know what I'm saying.

The longer it takes him to ask a girl out, the harder it gets. So to speak. There's a drought for you.
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Like Led Zeppelin said, it's been a long time since we rock and rolled. But then again, I haven't had a bustle in my hedgerow for some time, so I guess that May Queen can just put the Hoover away.

You may not understand that joke, but I'm sure Zep fans everywhere are giggling their Moby Dicks off at that right now. The forests are echoing with laughter.

Like most males, I am a music junkie. I love the majesty of rock, the mystery of roll, all wrapped up in a sweatball of passionate, raw sexual heat. But enough about The Wiggles.

I dabbled with the guitar as a kid and still get on my drum kit occasionally, but the prospect of music as a career is frightening.

First, you've got to put a band together, then write some songs, rehearse, go on the road, record an album and then pray that just one person will want to listen to your music, a life's work of toil and raw emotion laid bare and, better still, pay for a copy of the album and help you eke out a living.

I believe that's how it goes. I read something about it in Rolling Stone while I was downloading music off Limewire.

Hey - I'm just doing to the music industry what they've done to African-American music since the blues.

Rock is largely a male domain. And by "rock", I mean music that shakes things up. Picture Jimi Hendrix setting fire to his guitar, James Brown receiving the cape as he staggers off the stage, The Sex Pistols performing on the Thames, or Johnny Cash playing for the prisoners at Folsom.

Yes, many women have made brilliant contributions - among them Patti Smith, Joni Mitchell and that guy from Placebo. Unfortunately, though, for every Debbie Harry there's about nine Yokos. And you know what Yoko did. Her last name wasn't pronounced Oh-no for no reason.

Put it to a vote and I'll take Suzi Quatro over Shannon Noll any day, but we men pretty much have the market cornered. You can boo me like Dylan at Newport, but it's true.

Look at the guitar itself. There's no greater phallic symbol. Every bloke wants to be a rock star. At some point, all young males have done the air-guitar thing. But is it just me or is there less to air-guitar to at the moment?

Rock music has gone stale. I'm a huge new music fan and there are some amazing groups in the biz today pushing the envelope, but it just seems the bands have become bland.

I understand that each new generation considers the music that came before them passe. When I was a child, I laughed it up while flicking through my parents' K-Tel Record Selector. The next demographic of millennial babies will look on hip-hop with the same disdain, and so it goes. But when the biggest "rock" group in the world is Coldplay, well I just want to get in the van and hit the bricks. They seem sincere in their songwriting and accomplished in their musicianship, but to me it's just rock for people who are scared of rock.

Women love it because the lyrics are non-threatening and display a vulnerable side to masculinity. And men are conned into loving it because it's the closest thing they can get to rock when they're not allowed to listen to Queens of the Stone Age in the house.

The best example of this limp fop-rock is the current hit You're Beautiful by James Blunt. I don't want to be mean, and it's a nice enough song, but c'mon - it's music to wet your bed by. I liked it best when I first heard it, when it was called Nick Drake.

Music was a reaction to The Man. Now, it's The Man himself. Artists seem way too willing to appear in Pepsi commercials. We're force-fed sober-karaoke contests like Australian Idol and expected to enjoy them.

If rock were really rock, it would have died at the age of 27 in a Seattle bathtub. But it's still with us, and now and again it is what it should be - the stuff of revolution, whether in real or poly.

There's one man who's seen and done it all and, incredibly, is still alive to tell the crazy story - Ozzy Osbourne. I think Ozzy put it best when he said "rock isn't about money, political or personal statements, it's about entertainment".

Right on Ozzman. At least that's what I think he said. Rock never dies, it just gets kinda hard to understand.
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I'm sure I speak for all men when I ask: what is up with women and their obsession with diamonds? That is, I speak for all men except Albert Bensimon. And probably Liberace.

It's essentially just a shiny old rock. I don't get it. It's a load of fugazi.

They're a stunningly beautiful jewel, that's for sure. I understand their elegance and the wonderment of their creation. But that's about where I draw the line. The only time I get really interested in diamonds is when they're part of a heist movie.

Jewellery in general really isn't my thing. I haven't pimped myself up, I'm not a playa, and I don't like to live large in da hood.

The only bling about my person is my watch, a ring my parents gave me for my 21st, a ring from my girlfriend, and obviously, my chunky sapphire-pearl-ruby-gold-and-emerald-studded-necklace with the name "Dick Daddy" encrusted in diamonds, which I got as a gift from my boy Suge Knight of Death Row Records.

It doesn't sound like a tasteful piece, I know, but it totally complements my Prince Albert. Oh yes, and the Albert is also where I keep my Medic-Alert bracelet. But apart from that, nothing special.

I recently made my first diamond purchase for the special lady in my life and her reaction and happiness were worth every cent. From what I hear, anyway - I didn't get to give it to her in person: I'm busy working six jobs to pay for the thing.

You should have seen the slick deal-maker behind the counter rubbing his hands with glee when I came in. Men are easy marks when we're shopping for women. We spend big, we spend fast and, from a sales perspective, we're not hard to close.

It's not as if I'm some gem expert. The salesman did see my hesitation and tried to interest me in the cubic zirconia by pointing to the glass case in the corner, until I realised that the cubic zirconia was the actual glass case and not anything inside it.

Interesting fact: the diamond I ended up buying was cheaper than the tank of petrol I used going to the diamond store.

Women say they want all kinds of things: respect, love, equality, security, passion, sensitivity, commitment and understanding. But if you're having trouble on any of these fronts, brother, the best shortcut to a woman's joy is the biggest damn diamond you can afford. If in doubt, frost, my boy, frost! Obviously I'm generalising - I know there are women out there who couldn't care less about diamonds. But they're in the minority.

Marilyn Monroe sang that diamonds are a girl's best friend. As for men, we get dogs. And I know which I'd prefer.

A diamond won't hump your leg or stick its head out the car window and they certainly don't have that weird leg-twitchy thing when you rub their belly. It can't lick itself or catch a Frisbee.

A diamond won't bark if intruders are breaking in to steal your diamond collection. That makes less sense the more you think about it, so let's move on.

On the other hand, diamonds don't leave hair, drool and mess everywhere. Women get enough of that from the men in their life.

Diamonds for girls, dogs for boys. David Bowie was so androgynous he couldn't decide and wrote Diamond Dogs all those years ago.

Diamonds are forever, but they're not for everyone. Especially us blokes.

Not to take a dark turn, but Google the words "diamonds" and "terrorism" someday. What most women probably don't know - or don't want to know - is that many diamonds are specked with blood.

Amnesty reported in late 2003 that diamond trading to terrorist groups continues. Obviously this doesn't extend to the diamonds we buy here in Australia - but moving ice continues to be one of the favourite financing mechanisms used by terrorists.

Don't get me wrong - men also surround themselves with flashy accessories, such as big cars, but really: what damage have they done to the world?

It's simple to shift money through diamonds. And those that mine them in developing nations are easy to intimidate, because for the most part they use children. Haven't seen many of those stories in Cleo, have we?

I wonder if women would feel the same about diamonds if they saw the pictures of youngsters with their arms cut off. I'm sure they'd be heartbroken, but then, there is an anniversary coming up ...
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THIS is an entire article devoted to beer. Whether pulled at your pub or in a tinny while at the local footy, there's just something magical about . . . OK, the coast is clear.

The womenfolk have turned the page because they think this is actually about beer.

That was merely a ruse so I could admit something to you blokes while they're not looking. Here's how this'll work - every now and again I'll mention something about beer just in case they glance over, so it still appears to be an article about stubbies and six-packs. Plus I might get some freebies.

Here goes: I have a confession to make. I love Oprah.

Why is that a "confession"? What's not to like? Here's a person who's succeeded despite the odds. For starters, she's a woman. Thank you, Captain Obvious.

Coopers. West End. Southwark Premium.

Taking into account all of the serious inequalities heaped on the female gender, the broadcasting game is one of the toughest for women. Once women have their Manolo Blahnik-ed foot in the door, their personality is usually watered down more than a 70c litre of unleaded. More often than not, they're soon just eye-candy reading Lotto numbers.

Secondly, Oprah is African-American. Now, being one of the pastiest privileged white men ever to walk the face of the earth, I'm not going to even pretend to understand what that experience of widespread social rejection is like.

Although, I couldn't get a girl to kiss me until I was about 19, so I have at least a taste.

In Sydney, they call a pint a schooner. Weird, huh?

Her stock-in-trade early on was mostly Springer-lite fare but, over time, Oprah elegantly evolved it into a juggernaut of positive-thinking and personal empowerment.

She saw the way daytime TV was going and pulled the car away from the gutter.

I am constantly in awe of her show. Celebrities act as if her sofa is like a psychiatrist's couch (whether sitting or jumping up and down). Everyday people like teachers, emergency and defence personnel are treated the way they should be - like heroes.

My grandfather drank long necks.

Oprah encourages people to read more. She devotes hours to inspiring people like Rosa Parks. Oprah stands up for children and minorities. She gave every studio audience member a brand new car. She discovered Dr Phil. She's done shows from poverty-stricken Africa - before it was the cause celebre.

And look at the remarkable programs she produced in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. It's an impressive body of work.

Hops.

Don't get me wrong, I know there's a lot in it for her as well: ratings, more billions, and a sizable investment into the emotional bank account of her program.

A friend of mine once wrote a thesis on why Oprah is the Gone With the Wind's "Mammy" of our time; the modern equivalent of the housemaid listening to the troubles of the rich white homeowner.

Interesting notion, but I think she's more than that. Oprah is a genuine phenomenon.

C'mon - anyone who can get Stevie Wonder to sing Happy Birthday and Tina Turner to belt out Simply the Best to you at your 50th must be doing something right.

Remember to tip your Coopers stubby upside down and gently turn it before removing the cap.

So I guess it mystifies me when I see the magazines Harpoing on about her personal life. I can't understand the fascination.

For some reason, those females who are strong and wear the pants are often dressed down in public, from Martha Stewart to Hillary Clinton, and I cannot work out why.

Women eat their own: they appear to hate each other.

Who really cares about Oprah's relationship with Stedman? Or the supposed ambiguity of her friendship with Gayle? Or her weight?

In our bloodlust for celebrity goss, we've forgotten about old-fashioned politeness. For the most part, sexuality and sex lives of others should be none of our business.

Schooner. Pot. Butcher. Pony.

I honestly couldn't care less if she was a half-woman-half-turtle from a circus freak show. She's using her fame and fortune to really make a difference and that's a damn rare thing nowadays. In a world of selfish ciphers such as Ashlee and Paris, Oprah is the real deal.

So to summarise, isn't beer marvellous? Whether on a sunny day in the backyard for a barbecue, or in front of the telly watching the Ashes, it's always the perfect drink. Chug on.
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I'M not one for dropping names, but I did once meet New Zealand's Prime Minister Helen Clarke.

I was a radio correspondent at the world premiere of the third Lord of the Rings film in Wellington, in the land of the wrong white crowd.

I managed to put my microphone in front of her and ask some weisenheimer question about Footrot Flats or something. This was my third international assignment, but I was still nervous.

I wore a suit - a charcoal Mod three-button jacket with matching pants. Don't you hate it when you roll up and you're wearing the same thing as the nation's prime minister?

Helen Clarke has just won another term over there. She's a popular figure.

When her name was announced at the premiere, there was an incredible cheer from the massive crowd.

Which got me thinking - when will Australia be led by a female prime minister? And more importantly: am I crazy or are Frodo and Sam just a little gay in that third film?

England had Thatcher and Israel had Golda Meir. France, India, Canada, Poland, Pakistan, Turkey and Sri Lanka (among others) have all had women in the top job.

The tip for the next presidential race in the US is Hillary versus Condoleezza.

So why is Australia sadly bringing up the rear on this one? To me, the answer is simple. Like some of my good friends, Australia just hasn't met the right woman yet.

Then there's that whole sexism thing. We should be past that.

Women are stubborn? The current Grand Poobah wouldn't budge on the "sorry" thing or the war if you threatened to put his calculator-watch in a vice.

Women are too caring? Children in detention centres + Vanstone + Google = rebuttal.

Women take maternity leave and too many sickies? Hey, check out the roster of an MP. They have more days off than that guy who sings Up There Cazaly at the AFL Grand Final once a year.

Then there's that chestnut - power makes women masculine. Or - to succeed in the workplace, a woman must have mannish qualities.

It's an interesting area. Not sure if I agree, but I was discussing this in the parliamentary men's toilets with Bronwyn Bishop just the other day, and she had some fair points. Although she didn't put the seat down afterwards.

That's one of the impossible problems women face in general. Be too assertive, and you're a bitch. Maybe your sexuality is questioned. Too feminine, and you're a weakling.

Some say if women ran the world there'd be no wars. That's sweet, but naive.

Then there are those who say if women did run things it would bring on more catfights than a Desperate Housewives rehearsal.

Not that men can do better. Not sure if you've noticed, but there's a few glitches in our showreel - namely genocide, pollution, war, terrorism, slavery and Billy Ray Cyrus. So we're no great shakes either.

I want more women in politics. Or, to put it another way, I want a PM with PMT.

I'm a realist. I'm sure it's no picnic for women in that world.

I'm positive that deep in the bowels of heavy-hitting politicking, men's club attitudes and private-school-boy back-scratching is rife.

Nevertheless, whatever your politics, women have rightly become players in the big leagues. But the closest we've come to a PM with boobs is Mark Latham.

Labor's Julia Gillard is one of the shining hopes for the sisterhood. But there's too much focus on her simply being a woman and her red hair.

Adelaide MP Kate Ellis is a rising star in the political arena and a force to be reckoned with but, in the media, on panel shows and interviews, the talk turns to her beauty and love life. "Wow! The smart girl is pretty as well! Incredible! Are you taping this?"

Sure, gender is an issue. But pols should be marked by their character, beliefs and actions, rather than their sex.

It's time to put all the "sugar and spice" hoo-ha to the side and see women pollies not as women, but rather in the same light we view male politicians.

That is, as individual characters who have their own strengths and flaws - as the vote-hungry, power-obsessed lizards we all know they are.

Sure, I'd vote for a woman prime minister. Men have had their turn. What's the worse that could happen?

She could be stunningly incompetent, an insufferable dope with no leadership skills and baffling policies that send the country broke. If she is, then that's the day both sexes celebrate ultimate equality.
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BONDMANIA this week has been hotter than 007's bedsheets.

Dirty Harry has his gritty macho-man act and Indiana has the whole everyman appeal thing going on but, when it comes to tough guys, nobody does it better than Bond. Baby, he's the best.

My father is a Bond man and as a child it was always a treat to stay up and watch the latest instalment. My eyes were wide in wonderment at the action on screen, pretending to understand the jokes in names such as Holly Goodhead and Plenty O'Toole. There were thrills and Pussy Galore.

Summer holidays were filled with Bond games with my cousin. Our dog was unwillingly roped in to play the role of Blofeld's cat. It was an Oddjob, but someone had to do it.

The re-enactments featured amazing gadgets Bond could use under fire, such as the incredible pen of four colours and the ingenious caravan table that folded into a bed.

Analyse the fascination all you like - it's good, filthy fun. Women want to be with him and men want to, well, probably, be with him as well.

He's a supercool scoundrel of the Service who can bed a beauty or take out a baddie in the blink of an eye, with not a hair out of place.

I always get a giggle out of women who point their Goldfinger at the Bond franchise and call it sexist. Yes, sometimes the female roles are a little one-dimensional, bimbos and damsels-in-distress and the like. But during the years Bond women have changed: often they're Bond's equal, and sometimes his rescuer. Even M is now a woman.

Bond's attitude towards women has changed as well. In the old days, he'd merely bed them and leave them. Now he beds them, finds out important information about the mission, then leaves them.

Strange how we never see any scenes of Bond at the VD clinic, though: "Do pay attention, 007 - this is penicillin."

I think we can all agree Sean Connery was the high watermark. However, to quote another of the great man's films, the other Bonds have clearly brought a knife to a gunfight.

I'm probably one of the few who liked George Lazenby. But no wonder he got out after one film - taking over from Connery would be like Craig McLachlan following Richard Pryor at a standup comedy night.

Then, Roger Moore - too English, fruity and effeminate.

He had some sensational moments and his comic acting is second to none, but the best Bonds are the roguish types.

Bond is, after all, a bit of a rebel in the MI6. So, in my opinion, it's always more believable if James has a cheeky attitude toward the Crown, and the Scottish, the Irish - and the Aussies - have that in spades. The less said about Moore, the better.

Timothy Dalton was on to something with his interpretation. For him, 007 was a darker character, haunted by demons of missions long past and a theme song from A-Ha.

Pierce Brosnan was a more polished Bond, undeniably charismatic with nerves of Remington Steele.

When the Broccolis decided to renew the licence to kill, the favourites were Clive Owen, Hugh Jackman and Ewan McGregor. In particular, either McGregor or Owen would've been my choice, although I'm sure Kyle and Marcia would disagree with me.

Jackman's great, but he's a little "musical theatre" for 007.

Sure, we'd all love to see Bond whack an evil genius in an underground lair before leading the henchmen in a spirited song-and-dance finale, but I'm not really positive we're ready for that.

Eventual winner Daniel Craig - who'll star in Casino Royale - is a unique choice.

But when Eric Bana became a white-hot contender, I was in his corner. We do need another Aussie Bond.

Bana is a real blokey bloke from the suburbs. "Bond, James Bond. (pause) Y'know?"

The only Q gadget he'd be interested in would be a souped up Monaro with built-in eight-burner barbecue.

But a relative unknown in the role is a step in the right direction, just like Connery when he created the blueprint.

For future films, though, may I suggest Ioan Gruffudd from TV's Hornblower?

Yes, I'm straight, but I can plainly see he's a sexy beast. The only thing harder than his abs is the Welsh spelling of a rather normal pronunciation of the name - Yo-wen Griffith.

What about Julian McMahon? Or that guy who played David Brent's new boss on The Office? How about Jackie Chan? Or our First Lady of Song, Julie Anthony?

OK - it's a long shot, but I've got my moneypennies on her. You never know.
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THERE'S so much stuff renting the space inside my head today, I'm not sure where to start.

So, like a Kellogg's Variety Pack, here is a mere sample of some of the things rattling around in my bean. If you'll indulge me, I'll saw the barrel off my shotgun and let the buckshot spray where it may.

RE: Johnny Depp. We all know you're one of the world's finest actors. But this guy is getting predictable in his unpredictability. Just once I'd like to see him not play a crazy pirate or a drug-addled writer or some other nutjob. We get it, Johnny - you're artsy. Wind down the kook factor just a bit and, for all the ladies, try and do another movie where you take your shirt off.

RE: Signs on the highways. I think we all know by now that drink-driving is foolish in the extreme and that drowsy drivers die. But unfortunately not everyone gets the message - which is why constant reminders are so important. It's just that I don't need to be told every 300m to take a power nap. Why aren't there any signs up warning us that Lindsay Lohan still has a licence?

RE: iPods. For the first time ever, men are now bragging about something of theirs being smaller than that of their mates. I'm a music junkie and I can't live without mine, but how much tinier and thinner can these things get? It's like the iPod has been partying with Kate Moss.

RE: Kate Moss. Newsflash: in any creative field such as fashion, there'll always be a few drugs flying around. I'm certainly not condoning it - I'm just surprised that everyone else is surprised. I guess cocaine in the modelling industry explains two things: one - how the women stay so thin and two - anything Jean-Paul Gaultier creates.

RE: Bridezillas. This week, a few women were arrested in Hindley St after their hens night got a little rowdy and the bride-to-be allegedly punched a female police officer in the face. C'mon girls: watch the champagne intake. The only time drunk single girls should be getting in a catfight with female police officers is when it's from a scene in one of my secret videos in my sock drawer.

RE: Pop up ads. In the old days, they were strictly the domain of the internet. Now distracting pop ups are appearing during TV shows at a snowballing rate - more often, and worse timed than ever. It's only acceptable during Australian Idol, and only then if it comes up over Mark Holden's scat-eating grin.

RE: Beards. They're back. I'm not really a hipster, so I guess the fact I've written about how beards are now cool means they're not anymore. Everyone from Saddam to the drive-thru kid at McDonald's looks like the drummer from Creedence. I'm not that hairy, so I just can't do it. The most hair I have is the caterpillar from my bellybutton to my downstairs area, or as I call it, the "hairway to heaven".

RE: Petrol. It's so expensive I can't even metaphorically pour petrol on this burning issue. I drove past a servo the other day and it was up around the $1.30 mark. I was so shocked I almost drove my one-k-to-the-gallon 4WD off the road.

RE: 4WDs. Unless you're Wallaby Jack and hit the hills often, there's just no need for an environment-destroying-car-beast when you're dropping little Timmy off to soccer. Suburban 4WD owners - your paranoia is justified: everyone on the road does hate you.

RE: Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes. This relationship moves faster than a MiG 28 doing a 4g negative dive. They met, were engaged and have a child on the way all within about six months. Tom really does feel the need for speed, huh? Next week, the kid will be born, will graduate from uni and will have its own kid on the way. The guy I feel sorry for is Chris Klein, Holmes' ex. Here's a guy who put in the hard yards with her for five years and all the while Katie, so legend has it, retained her virginity. Right about now, with her pregnant and engaged, he must be thinking: "Well, thank you Katie - thank you so much from the bottom of my blue b...s."

Sometimes I feel like a grumpy old man before his time. But thanks for letting me exorcise the demons - this house is now clear. Just stop me before I make a fool of myself and swear at an 81-year-old woman on talk radio.
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SOMEWHERE between Popeye and The Prodigy, tattoos became the norm. These days there are more tattoos around the place than a Fantasy Island marathon on TV1.

Eventually, over the years, every subculture is mainstreamed, and tattooing is no different. It was formerly the chosen decoration of (almost exclusively) men. Sailors, bikies and other tough guys, were the pioneers. But now it seems everyone has one.

I wouldn't even be shocked if my Mum revealed a huge dragon illustrated on her back. Obviously I would be more worried how that might clash with the Winona Forever tattoo she got on her arm in '91.

I've never considered getting a tat. I think I'd get sick of it. I love my old Public Enemy T-shirt, but I don't want to wear it all the time.

That's the problem, I guess. I'm frightened of getting old, stepping out of the shower, casting my eyes "downtown" and wondering why I found "Welcome to Jamaica And Have A Nice Day" so funny 50 years ago.

They say the body is a canvas and this is true. But at least a painter can amend their work. Angelina Jolie famously had the Billy Bob erased after their break-up, but oh, Mr Hart, what a mess.

For a while there, it looked like they tried to do the job with one of those bogus Biro erasers they used to hand out at school.

Now, apart from Angelina's amazing figure, sultry good looks, incredible hair, full lips, insatiable appetite for sex and penchant for lesbianism, she's a total turn-off. Utterly heinous.

In the film Roxanne, remarking that Daryl Hannah didn't have any tattoos, Steve Martin said that he was glad, as "I'm sure Jackie Onassis wouldn't have been considered half as stylish if she had an anchor on her arm". Interesting pearl there. However, this is the man who said yes to starring in Cheaper by the Dozen 2, so make of that what you will.

If you ask me - and, let's face it, no one has - I get confused when people get symbolic tattoos to reflect their "spirituality". If they're so spiritual, why do they need to advertise it physically? Beauty is, after all, only skin deep. To me, it's superficial spirituality.

The intricacy and imagination of the form is truly remarkable. Tattooists are genuine artists and their inspired works are committed to living, breathing, moving, coughing, sneezing subjects.

These are the people in kindergarten who never coloured outside the lines. And there's no Spellcheck here. For them, like myself, nothing is as important as attention to detal. Sorry - detail.

One of my closest mates has an assortment of tats. They're mostly visual tributes to his favourite bands, and they look cool.

But there's a flipside. I heard of this one guy who's "getting a tattoo, yeah, he's getting ink done, he asks for a 13 but they drew a 31", and well, we all know how that ends.

Some tattoo addicts say they get inked regularly because they like to use their skin as a journal, reminding them of significant times in their lives. A bit drastic, isn't it? These are the kind of people who take their shirt off at the pool to reveal a chest that could double for Guy Pearce's in Memento.

Call me old fashioned, but there are other things that can serve as journals - such as journals.

Then there's the fear factor. I wince when I write something on my hand with a ballpoint pen, so I'm reasonably sure the whole tattoo thing isn't for me.

I'm also concerned if I ever got a tat, I'd like it too much and walk out looking like Robert De Niro in Cape Fear. I'm also not sure what I'd choose. I have enough trouble buying a pair of sneakers.

But, if you'll allow me to window shop, I think I'd possibly get the Aum, the most sacred symbol in Hindu dharma and the essence of all mantras. No Aum? Then, probably, Xiu, the Chinese symbol for personal elegance. No Xiu? I'll just get the tat of Mickey Mouse giving the finger, then.
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THE focus of this week's Time magazine is The Making of the Modern Male - a six-page feature on Asian metrosexuals.

It's big business over there. The cover shows a young Asian applying mascara, and it was only after I paid the money and left the newsagent that I realised it wasn't Bai Ling. I love her long time.

Coined in 2002 by a British journalist, the metrosexual is defined thus: "A young man with money to spend, living in or within easy reach of a metropolis - because that's where all the best shops, clubs, gyms and hairdressers are. He might be officially gay, straight, or bisexual, but this is utterly immaterial because he has clearly taken himself as his own love object."

Not only does this definition clarify a new and popular word in the vernacular, it also seamlessly helped me clock up 52 words in a 700-word column with absolutely no effort. Gotta love the Microsoft Word Copy 'n' Paste function.

These are the guys who spend thousands on new designer clothes, apply moisturiser, concealer or foundation to their face, shoot their cuffs and hit the town.

I'm probably a metrosexual. It's been difficult coming out to my family and friends, but I feel better now that I've got it off my hairless, waxed chest.

Don't think I'm some fop or dandy. I don't give a tinker's cuss about clothes: truth be told, all I have on rotation is a few concert T-shirts and a couple of old pairs of jeans. My hair is from the Bill Gates School of Supercuts. In that way, I'm retrosexual.

However, lately I'm getting into the whole skin care thing. Let's face it - anything goes wrong with this grill and it's back to the underwear modelling I did to pay my way through uni. A while ago, my girlfriend convinced me to kick off a regimen of exfoliating and moisturising my face. I was against the idea, responding with the kind of language usually reserved for peak-hour traffic or your weekly machinist union meeting. How would this interfere with beer time?

I thought it would be a slippery slope. I was concerned that I would be moisturising one day, then the next I'd be manscaping my downtown area, then I'd be driving a Barina, and before I knew it I'd be booking a beach house with a moustached guy in shorts called Toby.

But then I started to enjoy that fresh-faced feeling after a long, hard exfoliation.

Water dries out your skin, you see, so then, you have to moisturise to hydrate. I use a water-based gel as the oil-free lotions are a little greasy.

I have to say, it feels great. It's refreshment for your face. And hopefully I won't look 70 when I'm 50. I'm now so used to it that I get an odd feeling if I don't moisturise before I leave the house.

It's about time men started to look after their appearance. Women have been primping and preening themselves since day dot. I'm positive the only reason the snake came to Eve and not Adam was because she was looking in the tree for something to take away that rib smell. Adam was waiting for her to get ready and the rest is history, especially so if you disagree with Darwin.

Blokes should get in the game and make a little effort. Look at it this way - your partner spends thousands of hours and dollars to make herself more attractive to you. We, guys, could at least make an attempt.

It's just simple man things such as shaving or using a fragrant body wash in the shower. Maybe slapping a smoodge of cream on your face or maintaining the perfect pout by applying some lip liner.

Make your eyes sparkle with some bold eye shadow, sweeping across the eye socket, blending upwards and out while achieving that sun-kissed glow to shoulders and decolletage with your sheer body bronzer, as you shimmer and splash into summer, always mindful of that precarious balance between "seriously sexy" and "100 per cent gorgeous".

Maybe I've said too much.
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SO, the new Work Choices Bill has been passed and we have some new IR laws on the way. They seem like fair and reasonable legislation for all Australians, especially if all Australians carry a picture of Alec Baldwin from Glengarry Glen Ross in their wallets.

If I was in charge, I'd set to work straightening up a few things in the workplace. And I'd start with women.

The climb up the corporate ladder for women can be tricky, even at the best of times. Men did everything they could to make those rungs slippery. Sexual harassment and unequal pay were two of our big guns, and rightly they went by the wayside.

Even when women eventually get to the top of that ladder, there's still that pesky glass ceiling. See if you can give it a Spray n'Wipe while you're up there, toots.

I absolutely love working with women. By and large, they're funny, unpredictable, caring and they work hard. I've had female superiors and peers of all ages and backgrounds, and felt lucky for the experience.

But I've noticed a few things along the way and I have my top five new IR laws to submit, if you all don't mind. I'd like to call this meeting to order. Ladies, thanks for bringing a plate.

One: DON'T CRY AT WORK. It doesn't help and unless a close colleague is leaving, waterworks have no place. It's true that women have maternal qualities and greater access to their feelings than men - that's one of the things I love about them. Truth be told, I'm a real softy.

I understand that whatever's going on in a woman's life can seem overwhelming: working every day, a loser ex-husband, three kids to support, a sick relative, bills to pay and, of course, the random rollercoaster of emotions of your "moons".

However, losing it in the office over some TPS reports just doesn't cut it. That's what the toilets are for.

On that topic, here's number two: DON'T FAKE ILLNESS. We men know what's going on when you take a day off at the same time every month. No need to elaborate; just putting it out there. I've been more familiar with some of my workmate's cycles than they are. "Is it the fourth? Debbie won't be in today, then." No need to falsify the sickie, ladies - we can hear the sloshing of the hot water bottle down the phone.

Three: IF YOU'RE PREGNANT, I DON'T NEED TO KNOW EVERY DETAIL. I love babies and I adore kids and, sure, ultrasound pictures are interesting, but not all of us want to go through every grainy pixel like it's the missing frames of the Zapruder film.

And, on that, here's number four: COOL IT WITH THE PHOTOS. Look, I love my mates as much as the next guy, but I don't need to wallpaper my cubicle with a happy snap of every person I've met in my entire life. This is what women do. John Malkovich's apartment in In The Line of Fire had less photography than is on display in the average working woman's workspace. And that's not counting screensavers.

I get the point:- you have friends and you all went to The Botanic on the weekend. Girls: let's limit the pics to your boyfriend, your immediate family, your cat and me with my shirt off.

Five: WOMEN MUST STOP HATING EACH OTHER. When will you realise you're about 52 per cent of the population and you could run the world if you want to? What's holding you back is the trash-talk and the jealousy.

It's just like high school: boys vocalise their differences and duke it out; girls are like gangsters - your killers come with smiles who then get medieval on your tush when your back is turned. Which is more poisonous? You kittens need to put those claws away. Stop with the cat-fights, unless, of course, there's mud involved. Can't we all just get along?

All in favour? No? That's OK. Just wanted to express some of the grievances filed with the Man United Union. I declare this meeting adjourned - all rise. And while you're up girls, how about a nice cup of tea?
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GENTLEMEN, start your razors. Movember is drawing to a close, and soon the weed-whackers will be out in force taking to 'stached studs all around Australia.

Never heard of Movember? On November 1, guys register with a smooth, hairless upper lip, then grow and groom their mo during the MOnth. When it's over, Mo Bros flaunt their facial hair on the catwalk - but only one can be crowned the Australian Man of Movember and offer moustache rides for premium rates.

Along the way they raise awareness and money for prostate cancer research. It's about time and a vital message to all men to get their prostate checked regularly.

Sure, it's a little uncomfortable and embarrassing but, trust me, it's necessary.

Movember has more importance than it realises. It's been a boon - a David Boon, if you will - to bloke stuff. It's pushed secret men's business into the limelight.

I know what you're saying: "When is it not?" Well, put the Ani DiFranco record down, sister, and let me explain.

Obviously, cancer is an evil, uncompromising disease and one we have all been affected by in one way or another. If a genie gave me three wishes, the offing of cancer would be first on my to-do list.

But - and this is not to split hairs here - the "male" cancers seem to get less attention than the "female" ones.

How much news do we really get on prostate and testicular cancer, as opposed to breast and cervical? The reason why is simple. I'm generalising, but broadly speaking, men buy newspapers, women buy magazines. A picture of a beautiful woman such as Kylie Minogue will always sell. These mediums know this and cater accordingly. Women want to be her, so they buy the rag-azines, and men want to be with her, so they get the paper because she's on the front page.

The media would much rather show images of her than Tom Green doing his TV show from the operating table as surgeons operated on his testicular cancer (which happened, by the way).

Women see Kylie's troubles and say "awww". They read of Lance Armstrong's testicles and say "ewww".

As a result, the trials and tribulations of women, saddening as they may be, are being pushed more and more to the foreground.

To use another example, look at the coverage on Schapelle Corby and Michelle Leslie.

Yes, I was distressed for their wellbeing along with every Aussie. But their experiences have taught our people one very important lesson - not about the triumph of the human spirit, or the precariousness of our individual freedoms, but rather that there are apparently no men in overseas prisons pleading for their life.

What happened to the human collective? Sub-question: What the hell was I talking about? That's right - Movember. Keep it light, Richard.

Unfortunately, I'm not taking part in Movember. If I could, I probably would. But I'm not much of a facial hair guy. I don't know why. My dad's got whiskers that could whittle Aussie hardwood, but I rolled snake eyes on those genetic dice.

I've made a couple of pitiful attempts to get some growth going. It's a sorry display. Even the whitest white man in the history of the world, Richie Cunningham, had a mo when he returned to Milwaukee from college. All I can do is let Bum Fluffy off the chain.

There are so many modes of mo moi could mow. There's the Lillee, the Yosemite Sam, the Chaplin (or his evil twin mo-bro Hitler), the Dali, the Ned Flanders Cookie Duster or Soup Strainer or even the Derek Smalls. But I just don't have the power, Captain.

The best I could marshal would be a Groucho - fake. My Fu Manchu would be FUBAR. I've had aunties grow better mos than I ever could. Just to pre-empt the phone call, no, Aunty Peggy, not you.

However, in a world where men are confused and almost frightened about their role in society, in a time when feminine values seem to be the protocol du-jour, Movember is an out-and-proud celebration of masculinity. We're here, we like beer, get used to it.
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I'M so not gay. I like bourbon and pretty girls and the blues and big cars and Lee Marvin. I protest too much, sure, but it's a peaceful protest.

So, if you'll allow me to address a touchy issue, I'll keep up my end of the bargain and keep the cute little gay jokes to a minimum.

Wherever you're at on the gay thing, we're all going to have to take a knee and face up to a couple of facts.

Homosexuality has been around since time began. But there are people who won't believe it until we find a perfectly frozen triceratops wearing a boa.

Furthermore, homosexuality ain't goin' nowhere, Miss Thing. It's here, it's queer (I hate that word), so get used to it.

Why the big tizz over gay marriage? Can lesbians have their wedding cake, and eat it too? Australia is bringing up the rear on this one (ahem).

Britain is being very European about the whole deal, and good on them.

A law that gives new rights to same-sex couples goes into force there in a few weeks.

Thousands of homosexual couples have registered interest in marrying, and Elton John is expected to be the first to take advantage.

What a disappointment: first in the queue means there's no guy in front of Elton whose backside he can scope out.

Elton will possibly be the only person ever who's been married to both sexes of a species. He's lived such a full love life that even the Tiny Dancer can't be held any closer and has actually asked for some space.

George Michael also announced that he has plans to marry his partner, and to him I say go-go. But wake me up before you do. Baby, he's your man. Surely that's eight jokes by now? You know, I was raised Catholic. Awkward segue, I know, but I've been a fully paid-up member since birth.

I'm proud of my Church and my Catholic-ness. I even have the T-shirt. But I do a double-take when they offer their thoughts on homosexuality.

This week, the Vatican said that, while it "respects homosexuals", it would rather those who wanted to become a priest, but also had a bit of The Gay about them, took a three-year hiatus to shake out the Silli-Vanillis.

Bear in mind, this is the official stance. On the frontlines, especially in the Australian parishes, I can confidently say you'd be pushed to find heads stuck in the sand on this one.

In my experience, the Fathers I've found are progressive, forward-thinking, spiritual, smart men.

I don't presume to speak for all but, like most workers, I'm sure they disagree occasionally with the decisions of management.

A three-year break won't change anything. You can't catch "gay" and get over it. You never can say goodbye. There's no such thing as the Anne Heche Rehabilitation Program.

People who make noise against gay marriage should shut the hell up.

My reasons are threefold: one - it's none of your business, two - it's none of your business and three - it's none of your business and shut the hell up.

Homophobia is ugly, dying and stupid. Be careful, or you might get in trouble with the Gay Mafia.

I'm not exactly sure what the Gay Mafia is, but I'm thinking it involves waking up one morning with a guy who's hung like a horse in your bed.

That "slippery slope" argument doesn't work either.

It's 2005 and we're just getting around to gays marrying.

Do you really think it means that soon we'll be having the same debates over cat weddings?

At the end of the day, what two consenting adults (or three on a good night) do in their home once their front door slams shut shouldn't be anyone else's concern.

We're kind of missing the point anyway.

Who cares if gays get married? Why should heterosexuals be the only ones to take part in this sacred institution?

I'm not hitched, but I have a lot of respect for marriage.

That said, why should heterosexuals be the only ones trapped into spending their lives arguing over jealousy, their sex habits, their sacrificed dreams, house payments and mothers-in-law?

Welcome to the club.
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AND the Bonehead Award of 2005 goes to the husband of Kimberley Davies.

If you didn't catch the news last week, this Jason Harvey is the nimrod who had one of the most beautiful women in the world at home but decided to have an affair with a co-worker for the past five years.

This is the idiot who allegedly indulged in sexually explicit emails with his lover, complete with pornographic jpegs of sexual acts and nude shots, wasting half a decade of soap star Davies' life and, more importantly, precious bandwidth.

I'm not sure of the exact details and that's personal to them, and I'll leave it at that, but there can be a million reasons for infidelity: mismatched libidos, boredom, intelligence compatibility, or the office Christmas party.

Quick definition of cheating at the Christmas party: if it's a quick kiss under the mistletoe, that's fine.

However, if the mistletoe is hanging from his belt buckle then, Lucy, you got some 'splaining to do.

For men, I believe American comedian-writer Bill Maher said it best when he said that women worried too much about their appearance, for "it isn't about blonde or brunette, thin or curvy, young or experienced, or big or small-breasted - it's simply about old and new".

To clarify (but not justify cheating), men can get tired of being with the same woman time and time again, and want a different one - a new one.

To illustrate: Eric Benet was married to Halle Berry and still slept around. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury - Exhibit A. Now - on to Hugh Grant.

The female biology leans toward the maternal, which is why they'll never understand men. That's because the male biology is to spread their seed and desire every woman they meet. And that's the reason why the human species is here today. Instead of being given credit for that, we're given the couch to sleep on.

There will always be blokes who are going to step out - and they are sad little individuals: dishonest, low.

However, and this isn't some apologia for cheating, I do think women should put aside their pious anger for a second and consider the idea that it's just impossible to reform evolution.

Look at the big cats. The lioness remains faithful, while the Leo tries anything that moves. And I don't believe that Oprahism of "once a cheater, always a cheater".

I believe a leopard can change its spots. But we're talking cheaters, not leopards.

It seems to be forgotten that women do cheat, too. Correct me if I'm wrong, but it seems the NWs and Whos of this world seem to have left Meg Ryan alone while demonising Jude Law as a "love rat".

The poster child of cheating is Jennifer Aniston.

Here's a woman who's moved on, seen her experience not as a crisis but as an opportunity, smiled through it and found love again. But let's face facts: she's a multi-millionaire, has great hair and slept with the Sexiest Man Alive every night. So let's not cry for Jen-Jen.

The good news is that the majority of men do not stray.

Most men, when given the opportunity, listen to that little winged angel on their shoulder saying: "Don't do it". It's time to ask the tough questions.

Why is it that some men, like Mr Kimberley Davies, don't have the sack to leave and instead cheat?

Why can they not grasp the nettle and be honest with themselves and their partner?

Have women made themselves so frightening that men fear the confrontation more than the moral low-ground of infidelity?

And what the flip is the deal with that monster on Lost?

Newsflash: There are very few perfect men. And their numbers are dwindling. There was only ever one man in the world who got genuinely excited about cleaning the house, and he died last week.
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A LL right, girls, it's your time to shine.

All year you've been in training. Now it's time for the main event: Christmas.

When it comes to shopping, women have the right stuff to get it done in the quickest, cheapest way possible.

What's your credit card? Steel springs.

And what's it going to do? Hurl me through the stores.

And how fast are you going to do it? As fast as a leopard-print pair of shoes on sale for half-price. Charge!

I love Christmas. I love the colours: the reds, the whites, the purples.

For me, there's nothing like midnight Mass, seeing my family and friends, the Jimmy Stewart movies, Christmas trees, the paper crowns in the bon-bons, little kids playing with their new toys and my CD of those amazing Christmas songs Phil Spector produced with girl groups in the 1960s.

I especially enjoy the giving of gifts. It's fun to dip into my bank account, go bauble-deep into credit debt and make people happy.

It's one of my little joys, but the shopping part is a serious downer.

That's when the fake snow really hits the fan.

I always find myself standing there, with five minutes to closing, and I still have to buy presents for 10 people; I'm sweating from walking around all day, and there's a line from the checkout like the cashier is screening a bootleg of the new King Kong and, in short, I'm not exactly filled with a festive spirit.

The stocking isn't the only thing getting stuffed this holiday season.

Then there's the wrapping of the presents. That's another girl thing.

Ladies, if you know a man who can gift-wrap something, call the museum and have him preserved for future generations to ponder.

Generally, men and retail have never been able to make nice. We're just not into it.

When Tony Barber enthusiastically said "Let's go shopping", his excitement never really rang true.

Blokes just want to get in, shop, and get out.

We start from a bad place, emotionally.

It's usually the last minute and we probably couldn't find a car park in the same postcode.

Plus, we're in a mall and it's such a beautiful day outside - we could be playing golf. OK, playing golf on our Xbox. But when I get into the holiday shopping groove, I can see why women find it so addictive.

There are always bargains, you always bump into someone you know, and it's fun to stand in the aisle and read the magazines.

Sidebar: what is the obsession the mags have with the celebrity "baby bump"? Here's an idea - how about we give them at least one trimester to tell their relatives and friends?

It might not be a baby bump, you know.

Some of these girl stars are so thin they might have just eaten a Smartie.

Personally, my eye scans the aisles like The Terminator looking for Sarah Connor.

My MO is to pony up with the cash and get the EFTPOS outta Dodge with an exit strategy that would make George W. Bush envious.

The shopping experience has changed so much.

For one thing, the shopper is expected to do a lot more.

You now have to swipe your card. I always do it too slow or too fast, or the wrong way around, and screw it up . . . kind of like some other aspects of my life.

I swear the last time I swiped my card at the shops, I had to do it so many times it wanted to cuddle afterwards.

Then there's the "cheque, savings or credit" bit, the amount confirmation, the "do I want cash out?" dilemma, the PIN number, the "OKing".

You know what? I don't work here. Do you want me to get on the microphone and do a price-check while I'm at it?

So just remember to cut your bloke a little slack this shopping season.

We're out of our element.

We just don't get that buzzed about buying a trolleyful of stuff. The reason the very first gift-givers were called the Three Wise Men was because they only bought one gift each.

Come to think of it, everyone I know this year is getting gold, frankincense and myrrh.

Hey, if it's good enough for Jesus . . .
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THE bells are ringing out for Christmas Day. Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus and odds are right now he's pretty knackered.

Congratulations to the hardest working fat man in showbusiness - every home in the world in one night. How does he do it year after year? His sleigh must have been pimped by Xzibit, and don't the ho-ho-hos love it.

He has many identities. There's Santa Claus in the US, here and in the UK he's Father Christmas; in certain parts he's Kriss Kringle or St Nick. In other parts of the world he goes by the name of Jason Bourne and kicks serious butt.

I've always found those European St Nick traditions fascinating. There's something just a little Keyzer Soze about their magical figures.

"OK, kids - tonight's the night that Kriss Kringle travels the land on his supernatural flying goat with his sackful of dumplings and schnapps. The good children receive gifts under the pillow, the bad children get lumps of radioactive coal and their parents are allowed to hit them all day with a sock filled with coins. Sweet dreams."

They make him sound like a festive version of Darth Vader, or The Luke-I-Am-Your-Father-Christmas, if you will.

Let's be honest: the man can be a little intimidating to youngsters. Deep in the bowels of the Marsland homestead, there's a photo of me taken at John Martins' Magic Cave in the '70s. And, yes, I'm crying my eyes out and screaming for mummy, who's somewhere on the other side of the camera, or possibly in the Johnnies cafe, sneaking a quick fag or three.

I have a fuzzy memory of the occasion, or maybe it's just a re-imagining of my recollection from photos. Why are parents so hell-bent on getting that Santa picture? Surely they remember how freaky-deaky the whole experience is.

For our entire childhood we're told never to accept gifts from strangers. Then, for one day a year, we tell our kids to forget all that.

You're plonked on the lap of a fat, scary man with a beard who smells weird, while a happy-happy-la-la-la Christmas song plays on the speakers and elves laugh and pull that clownish "I'm doing this for holiday pay" smile. It's like a scene from a Wes Craven picture.

You've got to feel sorry for Santa this year. For one thing, he's flying into Australia with nothing but the suit on his back and a sack, and he's only got work lined up for one night. Plus he's got a beard. He could well wind up in immigration hell for the next few months. But, as they say on Sydney's beaches at Christmas, peace on earth and goodwill to all white men.

As a child, there were several questions I always had about the Father Christmas thing. How does he get into houses without a chimney? What if the sun rises while he's still flying? Could there be an Icarus-style Santa scandal?

How does St Nick know that we're home and asleep? That is - if we're at midnight mass and he swings by and he wants to leave the gifts but can't because we'll see them when we get home; does that mean he has to continue his round and come back to us later? What if we're the last house on the list before, say, Iceland? Does he hit Reykjavik and then come back to us? That seems silly.

Does Father Christmas have a bumper sticker on his sleigh that says: "Santas Take It Up The Chimney?" How about those countries where Christianity isn't the predominant faith, such as in some African nations? Do they know it's Christmas?

We'd always leave some carrots for the reindeer, and for Father Christmas - a beer, of course. I hope Santa wasn't a spirits man. Perhaps he would've much preferred a Cowboy or a shot of whisky, in which case Rudolph wouldn't be the only one with a red nose. It would be sizzling as well.

I don't blame him for wanting to cut loose and have a few drinks. No wonder he's so merry. You'd be a jolly chap too if it was the only time all year your wife allowed you out of the house.
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DEAR Men:

A hale and hearty Happy New Year. It's the first day of 2006, and I want all men to go for this new year like Simon Goodwin on a photographer.

Listen up - but don't sharpshoot me, punk. Or you'll give me 40. Then you're gonna pull KP - the grease pit. I'll rub your nose in enlisted men's crud 'til you don't know which end is up. All right, you get the idea. Sorry - got a bit Full Metal Jacket there.

Firstly, I'd just like to thank you all for some of the nice work during '05. For instance - Bono: Not a fan of your music, but a fan of you, well done. You've finally put the "righteous" part into your self-righteousness.

But, unfortunately, some of you have let the side down. Memo to George W: Let's draft some new foreign policy ideas. And while we're at it, some domestic emergency policy ideas. And when we're done with them, let's ask ourselves how is it that Nixon metaphorically opened up China, yet you can't even open a door in China?

So let's get 2006 off on the good foot with some pointers for you men.

1. WHEN wearing a polo shirt, pop that collar down, champ.

2. ALSO - don't wear shirts of '70s punk bands unless you can name more than nine songs.

3. THONGS are for pool parties and the beach, not restaurants - after all, I ordered my garlic bread with no toe jam. Plus, not counting James Blunt, thongs make the most annoying sound in the world.

4. GET your hair cut at an old-timey barbershop. While we're on the topic, do we have any other haircuts besides the moussed spiky look? Can we experiment with a second male hairstyle?

5. BROTHERS - in 2006, try to exfoliate and moisturise at least once a week.

6. OCCASIONALLY, but not always, open the car door for women. It's got a little touch of Sinatra about it. And Frankie had the moves, baby.

7. CALL your parents at least once a week. Maybe after exfoliating and moisturising. If you have grandparents, visit them.

8. ACTUALLY listen to your partner. Words are important to the ladies.

9. SEE more films. If you're seeing King Kong, ask the person next to you why, if he's such a massive ape, does he not have a Kong-sized package? Surely Peter Jackson could CGI up something for the super-sized simian?

10. ON the package front: let's stop readjusting our plums in public. I understand the male toolbox can get a little tangled up in our day-to-day shenanigans, but how about we wait until we're alone before we let our fingers do the walking?

11. GUYS - unless you've just run the four-minute mile, there's no need to spit in the street. Men: Do as you would like done unto you and swallow.

12. SLOW down while driving. Cool your jets, Slick. Life is a competition, not a race.

13. YOU'RE a big boy now - pay on dates.

14. WATCH The Sopranos. They're your average everyday hard-working family, just like yours - but with less violence and bad language.

15. PLAY sport.

16. DON'T listen to Coldplay.

17. DON'T ever say "who's your daddy?" Not funny any more. Even if you're being ironic. Hasn't been amusing since 1998.

18. IF you're a guy in the market for a dog, try the animal shelters first. If you're a guy in the market for a cat, take a good long hard look at yourself.

19. DON'T run over lizards on the road. I like reptiles, OK?

20. GET your petrol from an independently-owned station. Support small businesses.

21. DON'T give people a hard time for smoking. It's rude. We all have our little vices. Mine is writing pious lists.

22. QUIT smoking, you disgusting, stinky smoker.

23. NEVER swear in front of people you don't know until you've heard them do it. You've got to know how to talk to church people.

24. LATHER, rinse, repeat. Store in a cool, dry place, away from light.

So there you have it. Twenty four tips for the year, fortunately without the fruity Baz Luhrmann beat as the backing track. Go forth and man up.

Yours fraternally,

Richard Marsland
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I WAS at the beach just a few days ago contemplating my navel when I discovered there was a bit more acreage to contemplate this year.

Hello, my name is Richard and I have a pot belly. A day at the beach is no day at the beach for me anymore. It's embarrassing, I look like an oaf and Japanese boats sail past and ask if they can harpoon me for "scientific research".

A dune buggy had a flat and asked me for a spare tyre. You get the idea: Tom Hanks had more fun on the beach in the opening sequence of Saving Private Ryan than I did the other day.

Yes sir, I have some wicked pot. Calm down, Thorpey from Redwood Park, that's not the pot I mean.

I don't get it. When I was a young man I could eat like a lumberjack every day and never stack on the weight. I was a tall drink of water - if we were locked out of our house, I'd be the obvious choice to shimmy through the doggy door to let everyone in.

If I pulled that B and E detail now, I'd be stuck in the hole like Winnie the Pooh, waiting to be released by the jaws of life.

It snuck up on me, this tummy thing. I was in denial for so long, and had all the excuses.

I would claim that my pants had somehow "shrunk in the wash" or that I'd "bought the wrong size underpants" or that "you're not supposed to be able to see your own genitalia anyhow".

It's not that I'm a keg-on-legs. I just have a bit of a tummy, like Madonna when she did Lucky Star, to paraphrase Pulp Fiction.

I'm suffering from the "middle-age spread", which is a smidge frightening when you're in your 20s. And here's the capper - I have a beer gut and I don't even drink beer. (I'm a Seabreeze man, but that's beside the point).

They say the happiness curve is more to do with a lack of muscle tone than consumption of alcohol (and alcohol-complementing salty treats).

They also say that those who lead sedentary lifestyles are more prone to the overhang and that general fitness, sport and exercise are the best preventative measures. See David Boon, Shane Warne, Merv Hughes and Arjuna Ranatunga for best examples of this.

These are the same theys who said that they'd supposedly discovered encoded genetic material that can account for a paunch through heredity. How about we spend less time on isolating the beer-belly gene and more time on finding some jeans with which to hide the beer-belly?

We all have body issues, and for men the pot belly has to be in the top three. With the festive period just about over, more men than usual are noticing theirs.

Some blokes are proud of their gut and show it off, tarting it about town like it's public property. Coopers has mounted some hostile takeovers of its own, mostly with the male physique.

A lot of work has gone in to creating that pergola over the front porch, and rightly they want a little bit of sugar from their mates and colleagues. This is the closest men will ever get to being treated like a pregnant woman, and so the jibe "when's it due?" to a pot belly pig is not so much an insult as it is validation from their peers. Homer Simpson looks up the duff from drinking too much Duff.

We know it's not an attractive feature, but how can men keep their minds on abdominal muscle toning when they're constantly reminded of beer? The terminology is all wrong, for one. Why bring up the word "six pack" if you're trying to get rid of a beer gut?

If I don't do something now, I'll either be asked to play the Santa at next year's office Christmas party or offered the role of Big Pussy, should he ever return from sleeping with the fishes on The Sopranos.

So, hopefully, by this time next year, there'll be less of me to love. I may even do something I thought I'd never do: join a gym. They have a pub there, right?
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I'VE done the sums, and I've spent quite a bit of my life in men's public toilets.

That didn't sound right. Let me explain.

Counting the toilets at work, pubs, clubs, service stations, sports venues, restaurants, shopping centres, the cinema and the rest, I've made a rough estimate of 15 hours or so. That's more than half a day - or, as George Michael calls it, a quiet weekend.

The Irish comedian Sean Hughes once said that women talk more than men in the toilet. He'd discovered that the most popular topic of conversation in women's facilities began with the sentence: "There's a strange man in here, you know."

Blokes just don't chat in a public toilet. That is, unless you're Fonzie. And he was a 30-year-old man hanging around high schools picking up girls, so there were a few issues there.

Since men don't toilet-talk, there's just no perfect moment to address one teensy problem. This is as good as any.

One disturbing fact I've learned is that, for the most part, men do not wash their hands afterwards. That is, men don't wash, on the whole. Let's not read that last sentence out loud.

While in the toilets, I've also I suppose I was just brought up right. Dad would always make me wash my hands, so in regards to cleanliness, I'd fall right below Howard Hughes on the OCD scale.

Whenever I have to use a commode in some dungeon, I'm constantly taken aback by the state they're in. How do dudes do-do that doo-doo that they do so badly? There's toilet paper all over the floor, wet seats, the toilets are unflushed and there is literally c... everywhere.

You try holding your rump off a soggy seat with your hands, with your legs akimbo to stop someone opening the door on you because the lock has been busted. It requires gymnastics of Eastern European standard, and that's not even counting the dismount.

I was in a seafood restaurant recently, and the buoys toilets were being cleaned, so I was made to use the gulls. Despite the appalling lack of urinals, I was impressed. It was clean and tidy and there's no smell. You crazy broads really know how to make a WC PC. Kudos to you: you're number one at number twos.

If at the Big Day Out or some other music festival, I can understand why men don't wash their hands. The lineup of Johns for the john stretches into another postcode, so once you've taken a pause for the cause, who wants to waste drinking time with hygiene? That's not rock. Plus the basins are usually filled with cigarette butts and vomit, so in that case washing your hands could add germs rather than get rid of them.

But, take it from me, spokesman of a generation, the moral of the story: guys, wash your hands. I'm not saying you should turn it into the Marx Brothers handwashing bit, but a general once-over would be nice. There's no need to be stinkpalming every person you shake hands with.

Do your thing, go to the basin, pop some suds on your mitts, dry off, and your flippers will be as fresh as a daisy. That is, until you have to walk out of the bathroom and grab that big door handle.

Women might be surprised at this little revelation, and to them I apologise profusely. We're a lazy little species who deserve your pity.

If Pontius Pilate were alive today, he'd wouldn't wash his hands of the crucifixion, he'd just go home and say "bugger of a day, dear, an angry mob convinced me to send the Son of God to his death. Anyway, what do you call these? Rissoles? Mind if I use my fingers?"
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AT some stage, every little boy dreams of growing up to be a fireman.

Or a cop, construction worker, Indian, leatherman or soldier. But I'm speaking fiercely from the `I' now.

Forget Nicole Kidman - the real Australia Day heroes are the firefighters. They're the ones who this year made sure we still had an Australia for which to have a day. As South Australia, and much of the rest of the nation, burned to a cinder, they did as they always do and went in while everyone else got out.

The fireman, or fireperson, seems to have a simple job, unchanged throughout history. The objective? Put the fire out.

But behind the yawping of the siren and the shiny fire engines is a rich tapestry of precision, strategy, organisation, control of chaos and, of course, incredible bravery.

Plus, there's that really cool fireman's pole. Why aren't there more jobs with a pole to slide down? Batman, strippers and firemen have it made, I tells ya.

This week some of those flames came a little too close for comfort to my parents' home, and the speedy response of the CFS made sure the threat was extinguished double-quick. Who am I kidding, they were brilliant.

My father is a retired policeman and I know a couple of blazebusters, so I have some idea of the sacrifices emergency service workers make and the stresses they endure, body and mind. But, whenever I hear politicians vacuously spout the "hero" word when referring to police, firefighters, ambos and defence force personnel, I have to swallow to stop the bile.

If they are truly society's heroes, as I believe they are (along with teachers and nurses), here's an obvious question: why aren't they paid more?

I'm sure the pollies are sincere in their appreciation - after all, they protect and look after all of us.

But let's be honest. The suits love them for one reason and one reason only: they provide a vital service, and they work relatively cheap. What politician wouldn't like that combo?

There's a wonderful sketch from the obscenely-unseen UK comedy show Big Train, which, bizarrely, features jockeys standing silently, awe-struck as firemen control a blaze in a building. Without telling you too much, the comedy comes from the sweet child-like expressions on the jockeys as the firies let them have a go at the hose, like a parent reluctantly allowing their young son to drive the car into the garage.

I don't know why I find that sequence so amazing. For starters, they're jockeys, and jockeys are funny. And the performances are pitch perfect: grown men nervously grinning with excitement as they're allowed to step for a brief moment into the world of the firefighter.

But it works for another reason - it taps into that little boy; the primal fascination we all have with their role. There's the big hoses, huge trucks, poles you slide down and ladders that go erect whenever they get near the hot stuff.

Phallic? Hell yes. Like a Ferrari, I'm sure a lot of men who aren't well-endowed find particular allure with those toys. But the rest of us who are don't need that. Ahem.

I'm a realist: when firemen get into the game, I know they know what the risks are.

However, being the first one in and the last one out in life-threatening situations takes its toll, and they deserve a more-than-polite tip of the hat.

The New Yorkers have it right. After 9/11, the emergency workers were given public pats-on-the-back that rightly continue to this day. After all our guys and girls have done for us in this country - a land where fire is the cosy cousin to our climate - through Ash Wednesday, Port Lincoln, Canberra and thousands of other blazes in between, we've hardly come close to a just and proper thank you.

It's something we all have to respect - one man's dance against our biggest natural enemy. In the firefighter's eyes there's always that slight flicker of fear, like Frankenstein when he created his monster.

Fire was once man's greatest triumph - and it could be his greatest undoing, were it not for them. Thanks guys.

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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WOMEN are funny. And I mean ha-ha funny, not peculiar funny.

Come to think of it, women are funny that way as well, but I'll save that for another week.

I was a little embarrassed for men when I read a recent net survey on the things that men find unattractive in the opposite sex. Number one with a bullet was a sense of humour. Funny, that.

Women find the opposite to be true - in all the Cleo polls that I've read, sense of humour is the most prized asset in a man. As long as that sense of humour belongs to a Johnny Depp lookalike with a diamond mine, I'm guessing.

I'm always drawn to women who love to laugh and love to make people laugh. If you'll allow me to get Freudian for a moment, it's definitely got something to do with my Mum.

Mum is a triple treat, singing and dancing and never running out of the funnies. Impressions, ribaldry, wordplay: her arsenal is crammed with all manner of comedy devices to knock you sideways. Add alcohol and Mum is quite gifted in the slapstick genre too.

My mother is Buster Keaton for the physical gags, Michael Keaton for the cool jokes, Diane Keaton for the offbeat appeal and Family Ties' Elyse Keaton for the looks.

Speaking of witty women, one of the men's magazines recently trumpeted the cover headline: "Why Aren't Women Funny?"

I felt a little silly. I wasn't aware they weren't. I've worked with female comedians and loved every minute. Their gender is irrelevant.

So, I'd like to answer that stupid question with some other questions. Is there anything funnier than Carol Burnett in Annie? Could you ever find a better comic performer than Julia Louis-Dreyfus from Seinfeld? Was there a more potent comedy juggernaut than Roseanne (the pre-insanity years)? If men are supposed to be so hilarious, why is it Matt LeBlanc has a TV show?

In all the excitement, I forgot to mention Tina Fey, Sarah Kendall, Phyllis Diller, Joan Cusack, Cheri Oteri, and Judith Lucy.

The notion that women aren't funny is just a perception. They are, it's just that the road to success for a woman isn't that easy.

Let's say the journey begins at a party. Firstly, they've got to try and talk over the loud and combative banter of blokes to try to get a joke in.

Sometimes this could come off as unladylike and, dare I say it, a little mannish. And most women protect their femininity with a watchdog eye. So it requires confidence.

If they try their hand at stand-up, which is male-dominated, they've got to harness that verve and step into its gladiatorial arena.

There are countless seasoned female comics who can tear any comedy room a new one with their act. But, for the fresh meat, it's always a tough crowd out there.

However, this is where the tables turn. If a woman shows any promise at all, if she gets even the mildest titter, her path to showbiz glory is probably easier than a man's.

Not to take anything away from their success, but women are thinner on the ground in the business of laughs, and highly sought after. They can pretty much write their own cheque. Funny men are a dime a dozen and almost on the breadlines.

For example, as a struggling comic, Jamie Foxx changed his name to Jamie because it sounded like a girl's name. As a result, club owners would give him gigs sight unseen because they needed at least one female act, and they thought that's what they were getting. Cut to him getting an Oscar over Don Cheadle.

So I guess I'm in the minority. I'm one of the few blokes who likes honest, humorous and confident women. Pretty girls are everywhere, but it's the ones who are pretty funny who stand out from the crowd.

Look at Ellen Degeneres. She's one of the funniest people in the world. And she doesn't rely on "women's humour" - in fact, she eschews it altogether. Ellen riffs on topics that are relatable to all, and slays me every time.

As a funny woman, I'm attracted to her. I just can't understand why she doesn't return my phone calls.

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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ON February 14, 1929, in Chicago, seven men were gunned down in cold blood by Al Capone's gang in what became forever known as the Valentine's Day Massacre.

It's a grisly story, sure. But ask any man who's forgotten to get a woman a gift on Valentine's Day, and he'll tell you those seven goodfellas got off lightly that Feb 14 as compared to the hell they've been through.

I'll tell you what Valentine's Day means to men: nothing. It's no coincidence that there's only one word to rhyme with "stupid", and that's "cupid".

I have a feeling that men will buy up big on Tuesday for one reason only - and that is not so much to express their love toward their partner, but rather to make sure they won't be in the doghouse that night.

Oh - I just thought of another reason: a better-than-normal chance they might get some. We're men, OK? We only have two motivators - fear and desire.

Truth be told, I've been a Valentine's Casanova in the past. It's nice to spoil the woman you love for a day. I've been locked inside a heart-shaped box many a time.

But let's not forget you shouldn't need a special occasion to show how much you love her. Note to self: that last sentence is an excellent excuse just in case I forget one year.

Men aren't alone. There are many women as well who don't care about Valentine's Day. They're called nuns.

Look, there's no arguing around Valentine's Day. Either you're into it or you're not, and we blokes are way too far gone down the river to go back. So I guess the best advice is to never get off the boat.

Men always find themselves in a bind when buying for Valentine's Day. Not only do we leave it until the last minute, but we find ourselves in something of a dilemma.

On the one hand, you don't want to go too over the top. You want to leave something in the tank for Christmases and birthdays.

On the other hand, you don't want to fall into cliche and rely on the ol' flowers and chocolates routine. The present should always have a specific relevance to your relationship.

Every woman is unique. Say she likes jewellery - I would suggest flowers and a big diamond ring. But what if she likes something different, like horses or photography or the poetry of Sylvia Plath? For that I would recommend flowers and a big diamond ring.

One of the more popular gifts in the past couple of years have been dance lessons. You can't go wrong here. It tells your partner that you're committed to spending quality time together and, as we all know, quality time comes from quantity time.

It shows her that you want her to be your Saturday night girl, that nothing would make you feel prouder than having her on your arm as you hit the dance floor.

Salsa, tango, swing, line - it's a sure fire way to Macarena your way into her heart. Women love to sway under the moonlight, the serious moonlight.

Plus, the female folk tend to look at a man's dance moves as a way of predicting his rhythm and co-ordination in other areas.

I don't know why, but the great male dancers all seem to be in step with women too. They're knee deep in desirous women - look at those ladies' men Todd McKenny, Michael Jackson and Rudolf Nuryev. All right, bad examples.

I'll be square with you, male reader. Even if you're not a believer, you should make nice and get her a little something, just a little sugar for her week. What's the worst that could happen?

She'll love you a little bit more, and it will make up for the rest of the year when you forget her birthday and anniversary. Just don't go for the corny "one single red rose" idea - that's only adorable if you're in high school.

I'm all for romance. I'm a sucker for spending up on huge bunches of flowers and chocolates and fancy dinners and lovingly wrapped boxes of sexy lingerie - it's just when I have to buy them for someone other than myself I get a little ... thingy.

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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I GET as excited about guns as the next guy, but if you take out your best friend while hunting for a little bird, maybe it's time to declare a ceasefire.

I must confess a perverse obsession with the news about US Vice-President Dick Cheney, and not just for the late-night talk show jokes. As an Aerosmith fan, my favourite was Cheney's Got a Gun from The Daily Show, by the way.

In case you evaded the crossfire and missed the reports, Cheney accidentally gunned down a mate from a grassy knoll in Texas last week. Like a Michael Moore fantasy, it's Bowling for Columbine and Fahrenheit 911 rolled into one.

I can't wait for Moore's documentary on this one. There's so much ammo. It's your basic Vice-President-meets-gun, gun-unloads-into-friend's-face, administration-takes-a-day-to-let-the-media-know, Secret-Service-officers-bar-local-police-from-interviewing-Vice-President story.

Every man, millionaire or schlub, has hunting in his DNA. I don't need to take the wayback machine to 88.8mph to demonstrate just how important hunting and gathering was in ancient societies. Man's ability to hunt is why we're here today. We could have eked out an existence as herbivores, but we have fangs for a reason.

Humanity killed to survive. If I was a caveman and a lion wanted to rumble so he could get to my family, well then Mufasa, you're going down.

We developed weaponry to make hunting easier. Our ancestors, who I'm confident went by the names of McDonald's, Sanders, Balfours and Vili, learned which animals were the tastiest and established breeding and slaughtering programs. Thus hunting became not so much a necessity as secret men's business.

When men hunt, it's a callback to his roots. It's primal, strategic, challenging, cunning and kind of fun. Even men who cannot hunt find other avenues for their needs, without even thinking about it. We hunt women. We hunt for the best price on a car. And, as Seinfeld said, we hunt with the TV remote control.

Let's dip into the grey area, shall we? I like guns. But I don't like what they do - I repeat - I don't like what they do. Put it to a vote and I want a world without the damn things.

But guns are fascinating. There are very few inanimate things that you can hold in your hand and give you as much of a rush as a gun can.

What a strange feeling it is - to be attracted to something as much as you are frightened by it. I wish I felt differently, but being a male it's difficult not to be drawn to them. Throughout our lives, we're told that true men always pack heat. From Dirty Harry to Travis Bickle, from that laser-beam gun that Han Solo had to Reservoir Dogs, boys are strapped with the gun desire from day one.

As a kid, I'd always be playing cowboys, inspired by Eastwood and Wayne. Some conservatives might say that if I were a boy now, inspired by modern cowboys like Gylenhaal and Ledger, I might be playing with a different kind of pistol.

The thrill of the hunt goes hand in quick-drawing hand with manhood. But it's time we stowed our iron, methinks. Gunfire is called for sometimes, say when you wish to cull a pestilent species or to shoot at the telly like Elvis when Hotdogs is on, but is there an actual need to draw those crosshairs and hunt anymore?

Are we really so unevolved that we truly believe that a living thing deserves to die, just so we can tap into our inner-Neanderthal?

He seems like an okay guy and as understandably accidental as it was, this incident will haunt Cheney for the rest of his life. It should.

In the middle of a war that, as all evidence suggests, was initiated erroneously, it's interesting that one of the administration's key members literally, as well as metaphorically, has blood on his hands.

A casual weekend hunt for game ended in tragedy, and what started out as a best-intentioned hunt for one man and his weapons in Iraq has resulted in thousands of tragedies.

Perhaps, for the masters of war, only now can the horror of the hunt really have a face - albeit shot.

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM



Let's give hip-hop a good rap
Richard Marsland
774 words

26 February 2006

Sunday Mail
1 - State

111

English

Copyright 2006 News Ltd. All Rights Reserved

IS there a bigger musical force in the world today than hip-hop? F'shizzle my nizzle, no there ain't, homie. That musical milkshake is bringin' all the boys to the yard.

It dominates the charts, fashion, film and everyday conversation. Hip hop hooray, I say.

I'm a long-time listener, first-time props-giver. In high school someone lent me a Public Enemy tape and it was there I found the same anger, smarts and DIY attitude that had previously made me such a fan of punk.

Rap (as we called it back in the early 90s) was an exciting secret then. Sure, there had been a couple of novelty hits and even Blondie had their own rap song, but this was something different.

The lyrics were militant and proud and razor-sharp. It was the personality of Muhammad Ali and the swagger of James Brown and the raw power of Hendrix rolled into one.

Best of all, parents hated it, which is always a healthy sign for music.

The real impact of the hippity-hopisation of the world didn't truly hit me until I called up my Mum last week to say hello and she asked me if I could quote "represent to all (her) peeps in the hood and give a shout out to all the original gangstas in the hizouse".

She then had to hang up to "get a chronic".

I'm not sure why the music spoke to me as an adolescent - here I was, a young white male in a different country living in relative luxury and they were rhyming about the struggle of the ghetto black man in a cruel and harsh world.

Perhaps I understood the anger of injustice that they rapped about. Like the time I had to cancel my tennis lessons to summer at one of our beach houses and when I got there, my pony was sick. Damn you, world!

Maybe I was turned on by the thrill of an entirely different vernacular. This was pre-internet, mind you, when you couldn't just look up some dotcom to decipher exactly what "droppin' flava" was. To be a fan, you had to use the search engine inside yourself to work it out, which was no small feat considering how much time and energy I used to "Google" myself as a hormone-ridden teenager.

But there is something Shakespearean about the language, too. There's tragedies, comedies, rhymes, indecipherable phrases and subtexts to make your head swim.

When Lil Kim asks the question "how many?", it's the modern version of Juliet's big question "wherefore art thou Romeo?". And Kim, the answer is 42, by the way. Little joke for the rap fans in the hizzy.

But, above all, what drew me to rap was the feeling that every time you played a record it made you want to start a revolution and a party at the same time.

If done right, like all socially conscious music, hip-hop challenges the listener to have a point-of-view and asks important questions about all manner of sensitive issues - racism, AIDS, drugs, religion, gun control, sex, crime and punishment.

Hip-hop these days seems to be more about livin' large, flashin' bling, tappin' booty and overusin' the apostrophes. I worry that soon rap will totally forget its roots and hip-hop, skip and jump the shark. Maybe I'm just getting old.

I've noticed that rap artists now use the music as a stepping stone to an acting career more often than not, which must be a legitimate annoyance for professional African-American actors who actually studied the craft.

Rap has more fans among men than women and here's why: It is perhaps the only style of music that courageously presents the male point-of-view. Your Blunts with their tortured, soppy love songs come and go, but at least hip-hop has the sack to say "shake what ya mamma gave ya, girl".

Women who complain about the sexism in rap would save themselves a headache if they realised that rappers are the only musicians in the world besides Spinal Tap who wax favourably about big bottoms.

Them boys do like some junk in the trunk. I'm positive that hip-hop girlfriends are the only women in the world who say: "Does my bum look small in this?"

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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ALL right - I'm calling it. Not sure if you noticed, but it seems we have ourselves a little poker problem on our hands. We don't? Wanna bet?

Australian blokes have always been up for a game of chance. On Anzac Day we love two-up, we have a flutter on the Melbourne Cup, and by all reports even that Ben Lee lad is prepared to gamble everything for love.

But now, courtesy of the Ocean's Eleven movies and the glut of tournaments and celebrity challenges, poker has regained its cool. Whether a friendly game at a mate's house or a shot at instant wealth in a casino, poker parlours are always a full house. It's Vegas, baby.

I've only played a few times and from my experience, as well as what I've seen, it's an electrifying contest of strategy, luck and deception.

I fare poorly with poker. I'm so not money. In fact, let me put it this way: Wild Bill Hickock had more luck at his final poker game than I do with my pitiful effort. I want to be Steve McQueen in The Cincinnati Kid - instead I come off like Elliot Gould in California Split and leave the table wearing nothing but a barrel and my book of obscure film references.

The blokes' poker night is an uncommonly compelling night of entertainment. There's the highs and the lows, of course, but now and again, when the quest for the title of Alpha male gives way to drunken buffoonery, it's one of the rare bastions of unapologetically masculine behaviour, coarse language and adult themes. During poker night, men are more than willing to see that beer burp and raise it a silent-but-deadly. Ah yes - men can sometimes only truly be men when the only woman looking on is Lady Luck.

I read an article last week that said women are now becoming as successful as men at the game, which ups the ante a bit. There are an increasing number of female poker champions cashing in, and actress Jennifer Tilly recently took home the pot in a Vegas celebrity tournament.

They say that in a game of poker, there are 17 "tells" that can show whether or not a man is lying. For women, there's 25.

If she goes by the name of Anne Heche and says she's a lesbian, then she's got 26.

Frankly I'm surprised that the news required a whole article. What's so surprising about hearing that women are so adept at a game of bluff and deceit? They bring their A-game when it comes to the poker face.

The phoney lines come thick and fast, from Mum's cradle to the grave:

"Wait an hour after eating before going back into the water."

"Oh, I don't want anything for Valentine's Day!"

"It's a perfect size."

"Don't worry about it, it happens to every guy sooner or later."

"Of course I had one, couldn't you tell?"

So a mate informs me.

But I kid. If I poke poker fun at women any more in this column I'll be back to being the "one-armed bandit", if you know what I mean, so let's move on.

I find the rash of celebrity poker tournaments doing the rounds at the moment of genuine concern. I know the celebrities involved love the game and are deeply sincere in their desire to raise money for charity, and for my blue chip's worth, it's always great telly.

But isn't this just the glorification of a rather destructive vice? I think a more appropriate charity would be the families that are torn apart and made homeless by gambling.

To me, celebrity poker, while entertaining, makes as much sense as a show like Celebrity Drug Frenzy and Binge Drinking Extravaganza. Actually, sorry - that's the ARIAS, my mistake.

It's tough to comprehend why one vice is perceived as more acceptable than the other and encouraged. On the TV, the game is over and they throw to a commercial break, but in real life some people just don't know when to fold 'em.

I don't mean to sound like there's some chips on my shoulder. I'm probably on my own with this point of view.

You know what they say: When you're playing poker and you can't spot the sucker, chances are ...

Richard Marsland can be heard Monday-Thursday from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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IF the Oscars can teach us anything, it's that films have the power to stir the soul, inspire the spirit, make you believe in magic, and make sure you use the "LP" speed on a three-hour tape so you can record it all.

But I noticed something new on Monday night. Now, we all know that on Oscar evening you'll see face skin with more cutaways than a Peter Overton interview on 60 Minutes.

And you'll see this mostly on the women, too. Hate to say it, but what I picked up on was that even with thousands spent on plastic surgery, women don't age as well as men.

It's a little unflattering, but true. Yes, there are some gorgeous older women, but the Streeps and Lorens are vastly outnumbered by the Harrisons, Connerys and Nicholsons.

Look at Clooney. Every female demographic has a thing for this guy. The only other time I hear my mother and my older and younger sisters all swoon at the same time like that is whenever they hear the name Princess Diana, so George, you're right in the mainframe of their hearts there.

Clooney seems to know he looks better every year: salt and pepper hair, great skin, those dark eyes and strong chin. If you want to have that "By George" look, guys, I've heard he has an everyday face moisturising routine, so go to it. For my anti-ageing beauty treatments, though, I for one will stick to my rigorous thrice-daily colon hydrotherapy program.

I'm not ageist, and I already know the arguments against it. Perhaps it's something to do with our male-dominated society's obsession with the youthful female form. Moreover, maybe the root cause goes back to our primitive ancestors, who always preferred the younger, more fertile female, within whose reproductive organs our seed had greater chance to find purchase and populate the earth. Whatever the point is, blah, blah, blah, forget it - I still have no desire to go to bed with Dame Judi Dench.

An example: I'm a huge fan of Diane Keaton. She's a truly original movie star. One of her most recent outings, Something's Gotta Give, got on my nerves though.

One: it trivialised sexuality between older people, reducing it to nothing more than slapstick. In one scene, Keaton is caught wandering around her house nude by Jack Nicholson. She's embarrassed, shrieks, bumps into furniture and falls bum over National Geographic. Ho ho. Why do moviemakers constantly think it's hysterical that our seniors have sexual longing and may indeed have sex?

Two: the ensuing publicity profiled Keaton as a desirable older woman, still sexy after all these years. Now hang on: this is just something in magazines to appease the female agenda.

Diane Keaton is stunning, but is she still "sexy", by correct definition? Probably not. Her bombshell days are behind her. If we went out on a date, I couldn't be sure if she'd kiss me goodnight or give me a boiled lolly. Oh well, la de da.

Yet every woman at some point will find an older man to be sexy. Exhibit A: Viagra.

Erectile dysfunction medication is a billion dollar industry, and you can't have supply without demand. Ergo - old dudes are still gettin' it on. Physically, women get a bum rap. They have all manner of stress endured upon their bodies in a typical lifetime, much more so than us. Sadly, there's only a comparatively small window of their lives in which they can turn heads, and when that closes they feel like they've somehow turned invisible, even when they have so much more to offer.

On the other hand, we get better with every passing year. Grey hair and wrinkles suit blokes better and life experience gives us an air of depth and wisdom.

I'd like to be proven wrong, but for that to happen, young women will have to stop romancing guys like Billy Joel, Hugh Hefner and Mick Jagger. And can you see a day when beautiful women will stop buttonholing rich older men? I'll check for Hell on the Weather Channel.

Richard Marsland can be heard Mon-Thurs from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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FROM where I stand on the astral plane, horoscopes are really a chick thing. To men, Scorpio is just the name of the sniper in Dirty Harry, a Gemini is just a car, Pisces is a load of you-know-what and Libras are REALLY a chick thing.

Women sure are fascinated by astrology. When they buy a magazine, the star signs are always the immediate go-to as they madly seek out guidance.

This is sometimes true even of women you wouldn't normally suspect of such frivolity - those of science and reason.

Let's face it - there really is no logic at play. How does it make sense that in all the infinite numbers of planets, stars and their constellations therein lies some specific information that is applicable especially to you, one of the billions - billions - in the world?

It's healthy to believe there's more in this world than that which is tangible; that there is something greater than yourself and the direction of your life sometimes isn't always up to you.

Guys are probably less receptive to this idea than women. To us, "Destiny" and "Chance" are probably just the names of two strippers we saw on a bucks' night once. The majority of blokes think it's all Taurus dung.

It's natural to look skyward for answers, but there is an inherent danger in placing all your faith in the words of an astrologer whose brain is no bigger or better than yours, whose words could be laden with more canards than a Clinton testimony.

And then there are the tarots, psychics and crystal-ball jockeys. Women just can't help themselves - they're drawn to this stuff like Richard Branson to a camera.

A recent book, The Game, topped the bestseller lists in America and Europe, detailing the secret techniques men can use to pick up women. In part, it reveals methods on how to "hook" women into conversation.

And the major weaponry in the single man's arsenal? An intimate knowledge of anything a woman might call "spirituality". That is everything from horoscopes to reincarnation to crystals to whatever the hell religion Madonna is hawking this month.

He christened such mystical pursuits with the rather telling title of "girl crack" - something girls are in love with and addicted to almost to the point of physical dependence.

It all makes sense. Ever noticed the audiences in those John Edwards shows are invariably entirely womenfolk going goony goo-goo? So, you see, we men have noticed it's the female Achilles Heel. Be afraid.

Now I'm not saying that one sex is right and the other wrong, but there is a little flaw in the astrological argument. It might be trivial, but it's called "the lack of any scientific fact and documented evidence".

Ah, who am I kidding? Maybe I should write some of my own male horoscopes or, if you will, "he-roscopes".

Capricorn and Cancer: Time to switch teams, and by that I mean, get a new car. It's like they say, Men are from Holden, Women Are From Ford.

Aquarius: Winter's on the way, so it may be time to grow some back hair for the frosty nights ahead, or at the very least, combover your bum cheek hair.

Virgo: Stop talking to blokes at the urinal. And let's never speak of this again.

Leo: Continue doing the "pull my finger" gag. C'mon, like I said at the urinal that time, even our founding fathers loved it - look at the Colonel Light statue.

Aries and Pisces: Stop complaining about the U2 postponement. And no, they couldn't tour without The Edge. A U2 without an Edge is Coldplay.

Taurus and Sagittarius: I've heard you haven't seen Sin City yet. Bruce Willis, Mickey Rourke, and Jessica Alba as a pole dancer - you call yourself a man?

Libra: So you're a Libra. You don't say that aloud too often, do you mate? Tough break.

Scorpio: Stop clipping your toenails at the dinner table. They might kick you out of the restaurant.

When it comes to all things astrological, I must admit to being a little cynical and untrusting. You either believe it, or you don't - and I don't. But that's typical of us Virgos.

Richard Marsland can be heard Mon-Thurs from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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WHEN it comes to diet, there's nothing us Aussie blokes like better than a hot beef injection. Or lamb, pork, fish or chicken - we don't care, as long as it has parents. We'd fire up the barbie and eat the whole food chain in one meal if we could.

Boy, the whole meat debate has fired up again, hasn't it? On the subject of those ads, between Missy Higgins preaching the virtues of vegetarianism and Sam Neill pleased to meat us, I'll side with Missy on this one. No moral reasons, I'm just worried that being a Kiwi, Sam might have taken his role as lamb inspector a little seriously.

I kid, but let's leave goats out of it.

It's a tender issue, but Sam has it right when he says eating meat is an instinctive human trait. We have fangs, it's good for you (in moderation) and, besides, we're part of the animal kingdom. Hell, we're the kings, so we get to decide who goes in the guillotine.

Look, don't get me wrong, I'm an animal lover (with the exception of Paris Hilton's dog). However, I'm glad I've had the experience of watching where meat comes from. Growing up on a farm, I remember Dad offing a few chickens in the back yard one summer's evening. He didn't enjoy it, and I was horrified, even more so the other kids who were there playing on the lawn for my ninth birthday party.

Vegetarianism is a valid and brave lifestyle choice, but I find it too limiting. Chops and steaks are delicious. If there was something that had the exact same texture and taste as meat, but wasn't actually meat, I'd eat it. Service station hot-dogs don't count.

Back in my salad days, I had some salad days. I had a dalliance with vegetarianism while on an animal rights kick, but found that this animal had rights as well and that includes the right to eat other animals. From that point I became a tofu-fighter.

Lately, though, I've come to the conclusion that we men could probably dial back a bit on the meat. If you're chasing down a bacon breakfast with a beef brunch, sirloin lunch and T-bone tea every day of the week, chances are your colon's more backed up than Hindley St traffic on a Saturday night.

Ever seen a group of men standing around a barbecue? Men are so protective of their domain it looks like doco footage of a pride of feeding lions scaring off pesky hyenas. We've got so much meatlust that when we see Rocky sparring in the meat-packing plant we just think he's playing with his food.

Men's obsession with meat is a legitimate concern. It's not a crazy notion to indulge in some self-control. I say nothing new here, but excessive meat consumption can lead to heart disease and high blood pressure. They say a healthy amount of meat per day should be about the size and width of a deck of cards. Blokes are such carnivores that we thought they meant a stack of birthday cards.

Men will eat anything that's easiest, if we can, and a meat pie is so much cheaper, quicker and easier to find than sushi or some healthy fruit salad. Odds are, nothing will affect your health more than the food you eat three times a day for your entire life.

It's never too late to make a change and go cold turkey, which, of course begs the question: what do you do if you're addicted to cold turkey?

For instance, my family's always been a red-meat-every-day-except-Friday-and-Ash-Wednesday kinda crowd, but lately I've been subtly suggesting a slight cutback. It's a tough job, though, trying to un-meat the parents.

Men really have to get in the game when it comes to food. I'm sick of hearing of these males who die suddenly at 51, and I'm confident they wouldn't be too chuffed about it either.

Ever wonder why women live longer than us? Generally, they care about the things they put into their bodies, and they eat it in sensible portions. When it comes to this, they're smarter than us, so it's time we blokes got schooled.

Richard Marsland can be heard Mon-Thurs from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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I HATE to admit it, but I love driving fast. My first job as a young man was delivering pizzas. I was paid per delivery and a speedy transfer meant you'd catch the next job before the other leadfoot on the payroll.

One night I clocked up 334 ks in six hours and on another I rolled my car three times into a paddock. I was fine, but there was glass, spaghetti and Napolitana pizza everywhere. It looked like a Mob hit.

But that didn't scare me enough, so soon I'd accumulated enough speeding tickets that some nice men from the SA Police decided I might be better off without my licence for a while. And they had a point - 11 less than I had on my demerits.

For six whole months I was sans wheels. I was probably better off - it was a fourth-hand, bright yellow, 1970s station wagon with AM radio. It's shaggin' wagon days were well off in the rear-view mirror. If that car was rockin', it was probably just idling.

Suffice to say, I learned two very important things in that job. One, speeding is crazy, and two, having a giant red phone on your car roof doesn't get you half the housewife action those Jenna Jameson films would have you believe.

Wisely, I've since cooled my jets but, for a guy who loves speed so much, I can't suss out why the recent motor-racing fest just doesn't crank my camshaft. There's no question that the men and women of motor racing, (and I include bikes in this) are a rare breed, thriving on a diet of velocity, strategy, smarts and reflex. They're superhuman adrenalin junkies who eat rocks for breakfast and excrete anvils.

Dimestore psychologists will say that racing cars are phallic symbols. Well, of course they are - the top spot is called pole-position and at the end of the race they unload on everyone with a huge magnum of champagne. The grid-girls swoon while the rest of us mere-male mortals feel kind of wheel-clamped.

I've been to two Grand Prix and a Clipsal, the latter with my father, who's a huge motorsport fan. I went more for some good old father-son face-time rather than to watch the race.

Apparently we had a heart-to-heart, or so he tells me - or people tell me he tells me - I went near-deaf from the noise to make out any actual words.

For Aussie blokes, you're either a Holden man or . . . OK, let me rephrase that, there's Holden men and then there's Ford people who want to be men.

I've always been a lovesick Holden fool, ever since I was put into the baby seat in the back of Dad's FC. The GMH plant is the lifeblood of the north, where I grew up, and a few family members and friends worked there, so it's almost like I was born into it.

Holdens are proud of what they are and they make no apologies. You won't catch them trying to shy away from their heritage, like the Lexus. C'mon. A Toyota's a Toyota. And if you don't believe me, you can read that last sentence backwards.

I know I'm in the minority with the brotherhood when I say I can't see the thrill in watching motor cars go round and round and round a track. And round.

To me it just seems like the same race I saw last year every year. TV's to blame. They can have as many dashboard cameras as they like, it's still tough to get some perspective on how fast these cars are actually going when on the small screen.

Motor racing is a sport best enjoyed at the track and, aside from the bowel-shaking vibrations; blinding sunlight that can burn in a minute; the billowing, hallucinogenic cocktail of petrol and rubber fumes that can either make you woozy or a Pink Floyd fan; the very real possibility of watching someone being killed or being killed yourself; the stupidity of cheering a sport that treats our environment the way Mike Tyson treats a date; and the blatant hypocrisy of advertising alcohol on extraordinarily fast cars, it truly is a good time.

Richard Marsland can be heard Mon-Thurs from 10pm on The Late Date Show on SAFM
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IF the Stones prove anything with this tour, it's that time was on their side.

The Rolling Stones are metaphorically and literally some of the last of a dying breed - that of the armada of British Invasion bands of the 1960s, back when England was important.

Rock is an ageist industry. We can all agree that there's a certain age when a man should stop wearing jeans.

The Sex Pistols, Nirvana and The Velvet Underground got in, tore music a new one with an attitude and songs to back it up, then got the hell out before everyone got bored. Why can't Nickelback have that same get-up-and-go-attitude?

But the Stones just keep on getting in the van year after year. In every interview, every journalist asks them the same boring question: "why?", and they always answer the same way - they love what they do.

That may be so, but starting-ticket prices at $300 for nosebleed seats must have something to do with it. Way to give a little back to the fans, guys. It's more about the money than the music.

This breaks my heart, because I love the band.

Like most, I feel their best work ended sometime in the '80s, but that doesn't mean I prize my Stones vinyl any less, or not get sticky fingers and shake my hips every time I hear Tumbling Dice.

Since they sold Start Me Up to Microsoft, I've viewed their motives with suspicion. They're now so corporate, if they can't always get what they want, they just buy it out.

Any successful artist who winds up in a commercial shouldn't be allowed to be called an artist any more. They're now a salesman who has traded in integrity for cash and it forever taints their real work.

Except when it comes to the Stones. Every guy has a (Micro)soft spot for them. Sure, it's got as much to do with Keith Richards' riffs as it does Mick Jagger's moves, as much to do with the lager-lad choruses as it does their bold musical choices, but all it boils down to is that The Rolling Stones have lived every man's dream life.

Their existence is one of permanent arrested development, walking the Earth in the guise of billionaire schoolboys.

Late nights, exotic locations, supermodels, and playing guitar in front of filled stadiums instead of the mirror.

It's pure, uncut hedonism and though they've had their share of bad stuff, every man would prefer to live half a Stones life than a full Alexander Downer one.

And so what of Mick's philandering ways? He probably does the wrong thing now and again, but who are we to judge his values? He's in his 60s and beautiful women still chase him - he only does it because he can.

The Stones' story is seductive, a duality of triumph and tragedy.

They've lived lives for all men - that's why they look so old. They have influenced or, at the very least, been a part of the artistic landscape for almost half a century.

Their CV reads like a who's who of anyone culturally significant.

They introduced pasty-white kids to the blues. Otis Redding covered one of their songs. Tina Turner taught Mick how to dance. The Altamont concert tragedy. The Andy Warhol album cover. Songs in the films Apocalypse Now and Goodfellas. The Beatles offered us Savoy Truffle, while the Stones served up Goats Head Soup.

They play their instruments with fingernails caked with the dirt of the Mississippi Delta and appeal to bogans and white-collars alike.

The Stones got it perfect more often than not.

But analysing them is boring - to me, the evidence is in the music. All the words in the dictionary wither like a hothouse flower as soon as you put on Street Fighting Man, and that's what the best music is.

It speaks to you in a primal way and to try and justify it cheapens it, somehow. Isn't that just like the best things in life?
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M Y grandfather died while I was a young boy. Sometimes it's difficult to tell the difference between what I remember about him and what I think I remember, but may just be a fuzzy amalgam of images from photos.

Nevertheless, there are some definite memories in there. For instance, I distinctly recall the tobacco smell of his room. Driving my Hot Wheels cars all over the bed. His voice. Visiting him in hospital. And the only war story he ever told me.

You see, Pop wasn't one to talk much about his experience in World War II. I didn't know much about it, apart from the fact that he took a bullet when he was the point man on a patrol.

He also didn't march on Anzac Day, at least not in my lifetime. While he was proud of his efforts, I think he was more than happy to leave it all behind.

"Don't mention the war" was the unspoken code of the house. So when he did open up about it one night, the story frightened the hell out of me.

I think about that story every Anzac Day, but I don't get scared about it any more. What does give me a chill of fear is when I remember that, when that happened to him, he was younger than I am now.

The courageous members of our armed forces put their life on the line to protect the rights of those they left behind, but perhaps we have one right too many - the right to choose whether or not to attend dawn service on Anzac Day.

War is hell, we know that. Excellent films like Kokoda are vital in the preservation of the memory of those who served, and just as important as acknowledgment to those men and women, braver and better than I, who do so today.

Art is crucial in our perception of war and, in particular, Anzac Day. Through those iconic photographs, we immediately have an image whenever we hear of Simpson and his donkey.

The film Gallipoli and Eric Bogle's song And The Band Played Waltzing Matilda are searing reminders of the Diggers' sacrifice.

But to meet and talk with a veteran about their experience goes a longer way into understanding the fragility of life, as well as, conversely, the resilience of spirit only an event like war can sadly demonstrate.

Traditionally, we usually think of the blokes in the frontlines. Thankfully the contribution of women has rightly been given a nod, and grateful we are to all of them.

But, this being a column devoted to the young male's perspective, it should be noted those in the firing line are always - that's right - young males. In the days before we knew better, the young men who returned home from war were expected to pick up exactly where they left off.

There was never any talk of post-traumatic counselling, our backslaps were thought to be the only medicine needed.

Our Vietnam veterans weren't even granted that. Most stepped on to Australian soil and were greeted with heckles - even those who were conscripted. It's a sorry chapter, and we should be glad to see amends made.

The conflict in Iraq is also an unpopular war, but if any good can come of it, at least we're starting to right some wrongs and vent not at the pawns of war but at the masters of it.

The freedom to protest and voice disagreement is one of the very rights they protect, every minute of every day.

Yes, they are heroes. But the word "hero" makes them sound not of this earth. Maybe it's better to see members of our defence personnel for what they are - just like you and me.

They're trying to finish a degree or pay off a house or raise a family the same as everyone else - the only difference is that, when they leave the house to go to work, they know they may not return.

Male and female Diggers, past, present and future, offer an extraordinary gift to our nation. That's something to salute on Anzac Day.
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WOMEN don't know what they want. Case in point: Tom Cruise.

Men have always had a problem with opening up emotionally, sharing their feelings and displaying affection in public.

And women have always had an issue with that. Yet as soon as one of us does, the storm clouds hover and the ragazines tear a bloke a new one.

Look, as a fan, it hurts to admit that Tom Cruise's behaviour of late has been almost Jacksonesque in its train-wreck fascination.

I like to laugh at celebrities along with everyone else, but it seems that Tom is in the crosshairs and there'll be no letting up for a while yet.

Here's a guy who women drooled over not 10 years ago and are now more than happy to lynch as soon as he shows any sign of weakness.

Frankly, for a guy who'd just landed one of Hollywood's most beautiful women, Katie Holmes, I thought his behaviour on Oprah's show was a little restrained.

My, that relationship moved fast. He had her pregnant at "hello" and I hear little Suri is already in high school.

Rumour had it that Katie's parents weren't happy with her relationship with Tom and tried to convince her to reconsider. But it was probably too late, and it serves as a cautionary tale to all mothers - if Tom Cruise asks your daughter out for a date, it might be best to start cooking the lamb roast.

And if Katie is worried about getting the weight off post-pregnancy in her old mother L. Ron Hubbard years, well just a word of warning - probably not a great idea to take diet tips from Tom's Scientology mates Kirstie Alley and John Travolta.

What about Scientology, then? The trend du jour is to condemn and mock the religion. Perhaps I'm old-fashioned this way, but I always find it best to only criticise things you know about. And only Scientologists can really understand Scientology.

It's hilarious that people are so quick to judge others for their faith, and hold them up to ridicule: "You people are nuts with your Dianetics and alien races and audits and silent births. Now, if you will excuse me while I go to my church and hear all about a talking snake and a man who parted an entire ocean."

Besides, Nancy Cartwright is a Scientologist and I'll be damned if I'm going to sit here and listen to you bag the voice of Bart Simpson.

Tom Cruise has led an extraordinarily complicated life. His father died when he was a young man, he's been a major star since his teens, and a bona-fide icon since his 20s.

Many of his films, such as Risky Business and Top Gun are cultural touchstones, especially for males. I'll bet you anything that experience has to mess with your perspective just a bit.

I'm one of the few who still like Tom Cruise. That's not to say he doesn't have his secrets.

But why do we have to know everything, anyway? We're a bunch of stare-bear rubber-neckers who fill up our own lives by prying into those of others. Are we not content with Big Brother ?

He may have his faults, but Cruise is still a passionate, original, eccentric, charismatic performer who may not be the best actor in the world, but does hold a certain fascination in the pop culture universe.

The eye always goes to Tom, no matter what film he's in. What is sad is that Tom's antics have, almost artfully, created for him a public image that will for some time detract from his on-screen performance. He can be one half carnival-barker and the other half introspective SNAG, and you're never sure what you're going to get.

As a viewer, you're no longer losing yourself in the movie, and instead, you're watching Cruise the strangeo, not a character who is played by Tom Cruise. But he'll come back.

Nevertheless it does seem ironic that a man who has publicly denounced psychiatry would benefit more from laying down on the couch rather than jumping all over it.
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THEY say the hand that rocks the cradle is the hand that rules the world.

With my Mum, it was also the hand that held mine when we crossed a busy road and any other time things got scary. And she's never really let go.

The second Sunday in May is the most guilt-ridden day of the year. Unfortunately I'm not going to be able to see my Mum next Sunday. I guess I'll be eating Mother's Day lunch alone, ordering Mother and Child Reunion chicken and egg with an entree of disappointment salad and potato wedges of shame on the side.

The reality is it's best if both the mother and the father can form a child into a well-adjusted adult. Picture it like Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze shaping the clay together in Ghost - only in that scene, as in life, it's the woman who's pedalling like crazy to keep the wheel turning.

Little boys long to be men, and mothers see it as their protective role to inhibit that desire. By adulthood, we're so conditioned to take a step back when Mum takes a step toward us that there's always a distance between.

No matter how much of a tough guy we become, mothers have the uncanny knack to yank us back to their side with a sharp tug of the emotional umbilical cord.

The average Mum-son dynamic can make Tony Soprano's relationship with his mother look like a Hallmark card.

Let me tell you about Mrs Marsland. Born in working class Ferryden Park in the 50s, Mum is of hardy Irish-Catholic stock. Her upbringing was in a tiny house filled with siblings where you couldn't even swing a kitten. Cheap meals that were the staple of her childhood became mine: banana sandwiches and enough corned beef to constipate an elephant on Kaomagma. That Morgan Spurlock's a lightweight.

Mum was quite the ballroom dancer as a lass and landed quite a few titles as a result. And then girl met boy. Then girl married boy, girl had three

babies and became World's Greatest Mother.

Mum always worked. But aren't all mothers working mothers, really? Mum was a postie, the state's best plant saleswoman and a shop owner. Even when things got her down, there was never a whisper of complaint.

I remember Mum working in a battery hen factory farm. There she was, the volume and smell and cruelty of it all assaulting the senses, and yet Mum sang and laughed the whole time as if there were no other place she'd rather be.

That's the kind of woman she is. Hell, Mum even came along on school camps to help the teachers. I feared I'd be laughed at, but Mum instinctively knew that and got cool.

Mum became a boon to my playground rep, rather than a liability. She was one of the kids for the entire camp, the one they went to when they missed their own Mum, which tells you what a warm, born-to-mother mother my mother is.

Yet she could throw down whenever any of her kids were in danger. Like the time my school principal spanked me when I talked back. Mum threatened to end his career at the top of her lungs in front of his staff and sent me to a new school. Oh yeah - she's the man.

Which isn't to say that Mum and I haven't had issues. She would always lick her hanky and wash my face before school, leaving me smelling of cigarettes and coffee.

Mum also personally gave me haircuts that would make Bill Gates blush. But on the other hand, she was my date for the Year 12 Formal so you've got to love her for that.

My Mum isn't typical of other Mums, and that's what makes her the best. She's the funniest person in the world. She's a great drinking buddy. She's a constant challenge.

She looks into my eyes and she immediately knows everything: where I've come from, where I am, and what I will be. And we all take that for granted.

So next Sunday, it's important to realise that Mum is the best friend we never knew we had.



That's life for you Slay dragons ... and cut out the catfights
Richard Marsland, a man's world

691 words

14 May 2006

Sunday Mail
1 - State

111

English

Copyright 2006 News Ltd. All Rights Reserved

ONCE again it's the season when reality television drops its dacks and dumps a huge load of crud on our TV chest.

I was seeing so many man-cans on The Biggest Loser that I thought Dragon had reformed.

So The Biggest Loser gives way to Big Brother. I could've saved Channel 10 some money if they had taken my suggestion of keeping The Biggest Loser title for Big Brother, and just added a plural.

When you break it down, Big Brother is a vicious little show, a celebration of nastiness, conniving and ostracism with prizes.

If we're not careful, we'll have a generation of children growing up to think cruelty is fine, as long as you get a media career out of it.

The bummer is that most of the kids who go into the house are nice, if a little naive, people, who fall prey to a format based on bullying. Spat out at the other end, they're usually paranoid, bitchy and jaded, ready to begin a new life as commodity personalities - a perfect primer for a career in showbiz.

It's almost a joke that in the same week we had a crisis unfold in Tasmania exemplifying the best attributes of Australians, in Big Brother we see the worst we have to offer.

But the little nugget that I glean from every viewing is the same: Women hate each other.

I mean this as a plea for common sense to womenfolk. Women eat their own and not always in a fun way. And it's not just in the workplace - even women who choose to be friends or are related are more than happy to snipe at each other.

The Big Brother house is supposed to be a microcosm of young Australia, and if it is, then the behaviour of the girls is something of a concern.

Already we've seen the women whispering about others who are prettier or not as pretty; who talk too much or too little; who are wearing their clothes or who are flirting with the boys, or whoever happens to be taking a breath.

Even Up Late host Mike Goldman says he hasn't seen this much backstabbing ever, and you know that when you hear Mike speak, it's the truth - that you've left the TV on and should get some sleep.

The grand irony is that women are stronger than us. They could be running the place if they merely practised some solidarity. Instead, these kittens are clawing at each other like The Spice Girls taking lessons from the cast of Desperate Housewives. The cliche is true: Women are more in touch with their emotions than men. Maybe that's the key. They get all het up and want to talk about it, whereas blokes stoically push their feelings deep down.

Maybe that's the reason women live longer than us - they purge their rage. If there's pus about, then women will let it out. Men bury stress and that could be why so many of us drop dead in our 40s.

If only women put half of the effort they exert in sharpening the knives and perfuming their steamrollers into proactivity and supporting each other.

What's worse is that they never really address their differences with other women face-to-face - instead, they sit tight until a back is turned and white-ant away.

The general rule should be, if you have a problem with someone, take it to them and have that conversation. Don't bitch - fight fair. But changing the behaviour of women is like trying to chuck a U-turn in a school bus.

Big Brother is a soft target, but it illustrates a genuine problem. Women are their own biggest enemy. I watched my tape of Big Brother Adults Only 14 times as research, so I know what I'm talking about.

Oh, well. To quote Anna in BB: Game on, moles.
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HAPPY Mother's Day to all the mums. Usually in this spot I'm tasked to demonstrate the quirks and shortcomings of the opposite sex, but this week it's all my fault. "Hey sis - what are Mum's favourite flowers and or colour of flowers for Mother's Day?" was the text I sent to my older sister on Wednesday. "Any flowers are fine - I'll love them, but don't spend too much." That was the reply from my mother, to whom I had mistakenly sent my message. Whoops. Now Mum will be really surprised when I send the bouquet to my sister instead
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IF there were some sort of exam, I'm sure it would be found Aussie women are far more cultured and internationally aware than Aussie blokes.

Having said that, during lunch with a female friend recently at a tapas restaurant, she remarked on the Goya, Picasso and Dali paintings on the wall and the fl amenco music piping through the speakers.

"This must be some sort of Spanish restaurant," she said.

Yeah, it's tapas. Time for a siesta, sister.
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IT'S certainly been the time for gold-diggers recently: Todd Russell, Brant Webb, Heather Mills. Talking about Paul McCartney and The Beatles this week, the little music junkie in me couldn't help but get involved in the following girlsonly conversation at the lunch table in the offi ce:

"So in the band there was Paul, right, and John," said one.

"And George," prompted her friend.

"Yeah, but who was the drummer again?" said the fi rst.

"Potsie.'
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FOR a uni student, cheap beer isn't just a privilege, it's a right.

Some of my best friends for life I met at the university bar, as we dreamed up our plans for world domination. We wanted to change the world and some liquid courage just made it all seem possible.

Somebody stop me before I start singing Glory Days.

And let's face it, subsidised booze probably made my very first party pash possible. Okay, so it was with a bucket next to my bed, but it still counts.

The first thing I learned at uni was the concept of irony - a young man at his sexual peak surrounded by hundreds of beautiful women who would like him to just be their friend.

Speaking of alma matters, I was shaken, but not stirred, at the news this week that two of the University of South Australia's bars will close as a result of the Howard Government's ban on the compulsory levying of student union fees.

Most students realise the importance of the sauce's siren song. I have friends who learned more at the university bar than at university itself - where else are you going to learn the skill of pulling beers all the way around Europe after graduation?

Looking back on it, my time at university was the best three years of nine-hour weeks of my life. How sweet it was.

Whenever I recall my days of tertiary education, it plays out in my head like the opening titles of The Wonder Years.

It was a glorious time for my class. Our heads giddy with optimism at the prospect of learning something new every day, forging firm friendships and the world was an oyster gagging for a good, hard shucking.

Uni is the half-time entertainment between the knuckle-down life of high-school and the business end of adulthood.

By day, you could be discussing the finer points of Phaedrus' interpretation of Plato and by night, you're on stage at a karaoke bar belting out Ghostbusters wearing only your boxers. That's the beauty of it - at uni you realize that life's education doesn't end in the classroom.

I studied journalism at Magill, and it's always a thrill to see my classmates doing well. Some are on the telly, others work in print and radio, and some took a different path. Whenever I talk to one of them, or hear of their achievements, I get warm cockles. It may be corny, but I feel a sense of pride in knowing that I was an extra in the background of their life's journey. It was truly one of the most glorious times of my life, but the cruel trick of happiness is that you never realise you had it until well afterwards.

The mates I hung out with at uni are still the guys I hang out with now. I'm sure we saw ourselves as some sort of Ocean's Eleven ensemble, but in reality we were more like a casting call for the role of Napoleon Dynamite. Only one of our group had a girlfriend, and I distinctly remember trying to decide which black jeans would look the best to bring on all the sweet hookups. We were a pack of strays, and the occasional pub crawl was the only real opportunity for us dweebs to loosen the leash on our inhibitions.

For me, uni was the perfect segue from my single-sex school days to the reality of co-ed living. It was a vital period of social development. I went from a boy totally ignored by girls in uniforms to a man totally ignored by girls in casual clothes.

Which is why John Howard should realize the importance of the uni bar and cheap booze for students.

You would think, as the nation's most prominent nerd, he would understand. Keeping the pubs open might even help boost the numbers for his precious baby bonus.

I was prepared to look the other way when he broke his promise on the GST. And yeah, ok, so he may have led Australia into an unjustified quagmire of a war. We all make mistakes.

But if you're responsible for a uni pub closing, you're on my list. Last drinks, I say.
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NOW I ain't sayin' she's a gold digger, but Heather Mills ain't messing with no broke Beatle, is she? She's not messing with Ringo.

The Beatles are everyone's band. We've all got our favourite Beatles lyric, song, album and well, Beatle.

They're demigods of the culture, and they created social change through music that still echoes today.

So much of their work serves as cultural touchstones for every generation since Beatlemania.

When you hear a Beatles song, the recall is instantaneous: you can't help but be taken back to the first moment you heard it and the memories of that time in your life.

John, Paul, George and Ringo experienced a rare kind of fame. For the rest of their lives they found (and still find) themselves answering for things they did before the age of 30. They've touched the lives of so many, and so we all feel just a little protective of the Fab Four.

The world mourned when John and George died. We all shed a silent tear for Paul when Linda passed away, and we did the same when Ringo released his solo album.

And when we hear some scarlet woman has waltzed in and broken our golden god's heart and will probably walk away with much of his money, we all want to get in the rage cage.

Frankly, I was surprised to hear about a Beatles' breakup without Yoko being involved.

This Heather is such a Heather. Here's a woman who came to the crossroads in her life and used her own tragedy to inspire and help others with charity work.

But even the most cursory look at Heather's romantic backstory exposes a woman whose engagement ring collection dwarfs Drew Barrymore's.

I'm not a lone nut here by saying that Heather Mills has something of a mercenary attitude toward love.

It was only a few years ago she sold her story to a London tabloid of how she and her then-boyfriend had sex in a hospital bed as she was recovering from her accident. Nice, huh?

So when I read the news that day, oh boy - Paul was marrying her, I was happy he was happy and genuinely thought it would be a life-long union. It was your classic former-Beatle-meets-former-model-with-one-leg love story. But even though ebony and ivory can live together in perfect harmony, Paul and Heather found it impossible. One would be foolish to suggest that every younger woman who marries a rich and successful older man is doing it for the money. There are many couples with a significant age-disparity and wealth has nothing to do with it - in most instances there's genuine love.

Paul and Heather didn't have a pre-nup. Now, whatever your opinion on pre-nups, a general rule of thumb should be - if you have a knighthood and you're one of the most successful and richest musicians of all time and you're getting married again, it might not be such a bad thing.

Of course, Heather is now about to score a bundle. If that fails, she's just going to start up a relationship with Rex Hunt.

Imagine if she got half of the Beatles back-catalogue in the division of property. I hope that when they're carving up the settlement, they treat it like the Sunday roast chicken - just take the Wings.

It would be difficult for a man like McCartney to fall in love again. Not only is he widower to a woman who probably set the standard for him to measure all others by, but now he'd be cautious as to the sincerity of another's affections. That's a lonely place to be.

But it's not as lonely as a life led purely by greed, where a comfortable lifestyle is exchanged for a relationship.

There will come a day in every gold-digger's life, whether male or female, a moment of clarity which reveals they wasted the best years of their lives on someone they never truly loved, and traded off everything for a 4WD and a house in a leafy suburb. Which is much more frightening than leading a life true to yourself.
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EVERY man looks good in a suit. The two most important times he'll wear one are on the day of his marriage and in his coffin on the day of his funeral. So basically, whenever his life is over.

The suit is the great cheat. A woman will have dozens of outfits for all different sorts of occasions, whereas males will just have the one. A quality tailored whistle and flute, in a classic cut and color, will last many a year. Radiant sir, radiant.

Not that men need any encouragement to parade garments well past their prime. If Adam were around today he'd be wearing his fig leaf way beyond its use-by date, the same way my mate Matt wears his undies - once the normal way, the next day backwards, the next inside out normal way then the next day inside out backwards. No wonder Eve was so keen on the snake - at least he changes his skin once a year.

My high school uniform required all of the students (all boys) to wear suits. Like all mothers of teenage lads, Mum purchased mine a few sizes too big so I could "grow into it". Suffice to say that first day of Year 8, around 100 boys had suits so large it made David Byrne's baggy suit in Stop Making Sense look like a G-string.

For those who don't have to gussy up daily for work, the suit can be quite the adventure. You feel like a different person inside it, as if another personality is woven into the fabric. It's similar to the feeling when wearing an item of clothing borrowed from a friend. (Note to self: never borrow undies from Matt)

Even though it's usually shrunk a bit since you last wore it (ahem), shooting the cuffs and taking the suit for another outing can make the meekest man feel like Frank Sinatra crossed with James Bond. In short, Tom Jones. There are just a few rules for men, or Diane Keaton, to follow for suits.

First, sure it's awkward when the tailor measures your inner leg. You've just met this guy, now his finger is less than an inch away from your Hugo Boss. Relax, turn your head and cough.

Second, unless it's a tux, never wear a bow tie. I wore one to my Year 11 formal and for all the female attention I received, I may as well have just replaced it with a freshly soiled nappy. The only hot action I got in that suit was when the tailor measured my inner leg. However this rule does not apply to any sort of arts critics or men over the age of, say, 113.

Lastly, now you're looking spiffy, remember - clothes maketh the man, but attitude is everything. Be confident and honest, and the judge may look favourably on your case.

But don't listen to me on the topic of fashion. Whenever I go into a clothes store it's like I've just walked through the door on Thank God You're Here. Oh well, "Fashion, turn to the left, fashion, turn to the right," as David Bowie said of fashion in his classic ode-to-fashion Space Oddity.

If you're anything like me, you find clothes shopping a torturous experience. But sometimes you can get lucky while on the sniff for a suit, and that's what happened when I met my suit-guy Claude. He looks me up and down, reads my body language, decides what "season" I am, and finds the right suit for me. It's a remarkable skill.

For all the changes in women's fashion, the suit has stayed pretty much the same. I have friends who like to wear secondhand suits from the '70s. And why not? The fat ties and big collars and flared trousers can be fun. One colleague of mine was a big fan of an old-fashioned, European, one-of-a-kind suit his great-uncle was buried in a few years ago, and never stopped talking about it. I didn't take much notice until he wore it into work last week.
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MEN are always given a hard time for our inability to multitask, but juggling several duties can be overrated. A car accident I saw this week is a perfect example. After rear-ending the vehicle in front of her at signifi cant speed, the young female driver got out, handsfree phone in ear and Coke all over her pants. I'm only guessing she was simultaneously driving, dialling and drinking.

Ellen Degeneres had it right when she said: "If you need both your hands to do something, chances are your brain should be in on it as well."
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THIS week as I lay on the couch nursing a case of the flu, I found myself logging some serious hours in front of the DVD player.

It could have just been the medicine talking, but it got me thinking: is there a male equivalent to the chick flick? "Sure, action films," you say, but what about those who eschew violence in favour of insight?

Are there any movies that address the male experience with warmth and sensitivity, made for and about blokes - that don't include at least one helicopter explosion?

Well, yes there are - so I thought I'd sidestep the soccer and pretentiously present to you my favourite male chick flicks, or if you will, Dick Flicks.

Gangster films like The Godfather trilogy and Goodfellas offer all the pearls a guy needs to get through life. They even teach you how to cook.

But picking them would be too easy, like shooting a fish in a barrel. A fish not wearing Luca Brasi's bulletproof vest, that is.

For starters, there's films about mates. Let's begin with Stand By Me - a bittersweet story of four boys off on a journey of discovery.

Then Swingers. Not only does it serve as a dead-on satire on machismo and the male role in the modern dating game, but Vince Vaughn has never been funnier. Or less puffy.

How about Sideways? It's a thirty-something version of Swingers. Two friends are off on a week-long bucks party, filled with wine and women. It reminds us that you sometimes need your bestie to bring out your best. Plus it's also got one of the funniest car-crash scenes ever.

So has The Big Lebowski - a comedy about best buds. A celebration of sloth, Creedence and bowling that still has time for an extravagant dance sequence to a Kenny Rogers song, and be back home in time for a White Russian. Far out.

If Sideways is about two friends who choose to be together, Withnail and I is about two who are only together so they can huddle for warmth. With an almost gothic flavour, at its heart is a story of desperation and the end of an age - when it's time for old friends to say goodbye.

Other mate movies include Diner, Planes, Trains and Automobiles, Bottle Rocket, and Midnight Run (although it breaks my rule on the helicopter explosion thing).

So how about if your wife or girlfriend wants a little romantic movie matinee?

Well, there are a few Dick Flicks around that you can both enjoy and help you escape another Sandra-Bullock-a-thon.

May I suggest High Fidelity? It's a hysterical look at the male obsession with music and trainspotting, but then it's also packed with touching truths about romance, sex, break-ups and make-ups.

Follow that up with Punch-Drunk Love. A heads-up - most find it to be too weird. But it packs more punch (literally) than any romcom in recent memory.

And so let's boot it home with some films that will make you want to call Dad. The bond between a father and a son is a common theme in film, but only a handful do it with style.

For your consideration: Scent of a Woman. Al Pacino, the salty war veteran with a heart of gold, becomes a reluctant father-figure for Chris O'Donnell. In the process, he schools the youngster in the right stuff it takes to maketh the man - courage, character, integrity.

Pacino is as large as he's ever been, the music's irritating, and it's corny, but it all works. His final speech is one for the ages.

If that doesn't get you dialling, Big Fish will. Tim Burton's fable of a son's final days with his father is a wild fantasy brimming with charm, colourful characters and impenetrable metaphors. To reveal much more would be giving it away, but suffice to say, it brings on the Daddy issues. In a good way.

Here endeth the Dick Flicks. Taking into account my name, that title works on two levels, two more than usual. You're welcome. This medicine is good stuff.
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IPODS are always a great ice-breaker - everyone likes to talk about theirs and what they're listening to. But sometimes you'll find someone who doesn't quite understand the concept.

I remarked to a female friend this week that my 20GB iPod was pretty much full, and I had almost used up all of my 5000 song space. "You'll have to get another one," she said disappointedly.
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FOR me, the issue of gay marriage is a no-brainer. Let's let it go, and focus on the important questions.

Is it weird for a bloke to own a cat? There's only one thing worse than a man who's pussy-whipped, and that's when it's by an actual cat.

Luckily I grew up surrounded by pets. Dogs, cats, budgies, cockatoos, chooks, pigs, horses, lizards, frogs, goats, sheep and a meerkat from the zoo were all part of my upbringing.

It's obvious that sharing your life with a pet is a special experience, but how we managed to keep all of those in a one-bedroom flat is beyond me.

When the fur flies and it's Cats v Dogs, and if it was put to a vote, I'd go for dogs every time.

The dog knows the score: You're The Man and he's just visiting.

Oh sure, he's needy and sends texts all the time, but the good news is he's always there for you. He'd do your taxes if he could.

The cat is aloof, independent and a clean freak. I'm thinking it's that last attribute that makes the feline an unpopular pet for males: somehow they seem effeminate. Cats are fluffy and preen themselves more than Jamie from Big Brother. Guys like to rough-house with dogs - there's no way you can pull that ballyhoo with a cat. They'll bite and scratch and scream all night.

They're a self-obsessed animal, with a will all their own. I never liked cats - but then, about 10 years ago, a moggie called Stanley decided to reward my family with his presence.

I resisted at first, but he gradually did that odd cat-headbutt thing to me enough times to make a dent. Stanley and I became best friends. By that I mean, I'd call him and he'd schedule me in for a visit sometime in the next month.

He's also the perfect comedy prop - with him on my lap, I often instantly pretend to be Blofeld, Don Corleone or Dr Evil.

The only bona-fide argument against cats - and it's a biggie - is their effect on our native fauna. Granted, the domestic feline and Australian wildlife don't mix.

But the ones really at fault here are the irresponsible owners who don't register, desex, bell and give their cats a curfew at night. I've seen councils do more nature destruction than any cat.

What about those men who drive around with anti-cat bumper stickers? All the evil in this world, and you're letting a small, furry animal rent the space inside your head? Is it possible to hate an actual species?

That's a lot of anger, probably indicative of some bigger issues, I dare say. It's ironic that the people who own those stickers would be the ones most likely to benefit from the calm of a cat and learn to retract their claws.

For some reason, cats and men just haven't really clicked.

The truth about cats and dogs is that cats are women and men are dogs.

Men bound all over the place, tail wagging for female attention, while the women coolly analyse from a distance.

A dog is eager to please and be pleased, and ready to hump your leg anytime. A cat makes you work for its affection - it likes to be wooed and romanced, stroked, patted and gently caressed before it snaps like a coiled spring and sinks in its teeth and claws, for no apparent reason at all.

Cats are in many ways the ideal pet for a single young man. They're low-maintenance and cheap. Yet there's still a stigma attached - that somehow blokes who enjoy the company of a cat are less masculine.

So let's get this straight, once and for all, okay?

If you're a man and you love cats, that's fine. If you're a man and you love Cats the musical, it might be time to have a conversation with yourself.
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FAMILY friend was attending a motherdaughter sex-ed info night for an all-girl Year 8 class. As we all know, these classes can be awkward, especially for parents hearing about the contemporary sexual mores of their child's generation. During a rather extreme example, it all got too much for our mum who fainted, falling off her chair. The teacher and several other mothers rushed to her aid and, as she surfaced, reassured her the example given was a one-off. "I didn't faint from what you were saying - I was sitting too close to the overhead projector and I think it's overheating," the mum replied.
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THE 18 to 42 years before you leave home are some of the best years of your life.

Advertising and marketing gurus are just loving this generation of twentysomethings.

That's because more of us are staying at home with our parents, leaving quite a wad of folding money in our pocket to spend on other things besides rent and keeping Krystal in the Big Brother house until she finally cracks and showers naked.

Surveys show that more and more Australian young adults are opting against moving out and continuing to live with the folks.

Here's how different it is nowadays - my father left home at 15, I didn't drag my goldbrick carcass off the parental gravy train until my 26th year.

I know my reasons for staying at home so long - I get along well with my family, there were home-cooked meals around the clock, my clothes were washed and it was more or less free.

I assume that others around my age do the same because it's easy. You get all the freedoms of adulthood with none of the responsibility. It's like you're one of the Hiltons or something. It's odd when parents demand gratitude for raising a child in the best way they can.

I'm reminded of the scene in Guess Who's Coming To Dinner when Sidney Poitier's parents demand that he thank them for his upbringing. Poitier refuses, arguing it was their duty, and not an act of kindness.

But once your son or daughter gets to a certain age and is still living at home without a cent of rent coming your way, I believe that if you wish, you have every right to ask them to take some stock, put an egg in their shoe and beat it.

An addendum to those with sons - get them to take a cooking class first so they can learn how to beat that egg.

There are still some corners of our enlightened society where parents deny a daughter's desire to leave home until she's married. Now if she's half the girl you raised her to be, she'd be up to making that decision for herself, and should be free to.

Part of the parenting deal is allowing your kids the opportunity to fall over and hurt themselves occasionally.

That's what life is all about. You touch the hot stove, you sit in the wet paint, or say the wrong thing to Dean Brogan.

No matter what age your child is, you have to let them take a risk now and again, and succeed or fail depending on the decisions they make.

Having said that, it's tough for home-leavers these days. You can't rent unless you have a rent history, and you can't have that unless someone lets you rent. And putting yourself in the home-buying game in the middle of a housing boom is daunting.

You're in your early 20s, you have a promising career ahead and without a family, you've got money to spend.

You feel like that fresh-fish fat guy in The Shawshank Redemption, and the whole time the banks are the ones holding all the shivs.

Bottom line - If you're still living with the folks well past the use-by date, cherish it.

The time you share with your parents is finite. The sorry truth is that at some stage of your life you lose them. So why not value every moment you can?

But it's a thin line between making the most of it and spending a little too much time with your parents.

It can be a slippery slope, because for mums, too much love from their son is never enough. Mothers will watch a movie like Psycho and wonder why their boy doesn't have that same sense of duty.

"Even he loves his mum more than you. And look, he's cleaning the shower," she'll say before offering you a guilt-inducing stare. "There's a son."

Someone once said that if you overstay your welcome, at some point you don't live with your parents anymore, they live with you.

Maybe it's time to start thinking about it - it is Independence Day soon, after all.
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WOW - the media is a nutty business, isn't it?

And nowhere is there more turmoil than in the land of television - people getting the sack, talk of getting "the bone", red faces - and that's just the latest controversy in the Big Brother house. Bada bing.

So this week we find ourselves turkey-deep inside a sex scandal on which everyone from the Prime Minister up has voiced opinion.

For what it's worth, here's one more, and I think I'll just get it in under the wire before the Royal Commission.

As we all know, by talking about Big Brother, Big Brother succeeds - it's just what they want us to do.

"Any publicity is good publicity" seems to be its mission statement. So yay, they win. How proud they must be.

How is it that the woman who has been sexually harassed ends up being the one saying sorry?

I watched the supposed "apology" from the two men involved, and not once did they offer one.

Instead we were treated to a few meaningless platitudes, with a slight peppering of hollow words like "regret" and "unintentional". Gretel Killeen didn't once ask them to apologise to Camilla, and instead book-ended the interview with a reminder that before passing judgment, we should be informed and listen to their side of the story.

Well, I've seen the footage, and two men who forcibly hold a woman down against her will to do what they did don't have a side. There is no side. They didn't even deserve the airtime. No interviews, you're done. Turn off the lights, Big Brother. They wouldn't know what the phrase "sexual assault" meant if it slapped them in the face while two men held them down.

Yes, Camilla was giggling and it all seemed to be in the spirit of the racy nature of the house and it's all part of the rich tapestry that is the folly of youth, etc.

What else can you expect when you fill a share-house with young singles who have absolutely nothing to do with their time? Read a book, I hear you say?

Yeah, right - save it for the library, college boy, we're busy making Australia stupid over here.

Fair enough - their behaviour was something that wouldn't be out of place in a footy changing room or army barracks.

But it should stay there.

I'm sure it was all intended as a crude practical joke, but at the age of 19 and 21 it's probably time to draw a line between what's appropriate for mixed company and what used to be funny in high school.

I've never been sexually harassed, (which, frankly, is a little insulting) so I can't speak for someone who has been.

Nevertheless, all guys have some penis puppetry or genital origami in their bag of tricks. But it's important to pick your audience.

My A material in this regard is popping a pair of Groucho Marx glasses on it and uttering his immortal line: "I'd never want to belong to a club that would have me as a member."

Try pulling that one in the wrong job interview. Some people just don't have a sense of humour.

The excuse "it was all in good fun" just doesn't cut it.

Especially when it ends in tears.

I believe Susan Sarandon said it best in Thelma and Louise: "In future, when a woman's crying like that, she's not having any fun."

What the incident did show was a complete and utter lack of respect - for the girl and for themselves.

Having said that, I don't believe these lads should be torn limb from turkey.

They're young and they did something foolish, which will embarrass them for the rest of their lives and tarnish their nascent reputations. Oh - I'm talking about appearing on Big Brother. On a positive note, it's good Channel 10 axed Big Brother Adults Only a few weeks ago. For a while I was worried we might see something offensive.
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I LOST one of my best friends recently. He'll never return my phone calls, texts or emails again. He is gone. There's not a day goes by that I don't think about the good times we shared together, moments that will never be forgotten or repeated.

Oh, he's not dead. He's just in love.

There comes a time in every young man's life when his friends get a hitch in their giddyup and mosey on out to Love Street.

It's only natural that everybody loves somebody sometime. But when Yoko steps into the studio, you know it can only be tears for the rest of the band.

You Am I will always have the lock on this one, with their song Jaimme's Got A Gal. That track came out at an appropriate time for me. One of my mates went AWOL after becoming girlstruck.

He somehow misinterpreted my request for more space, and now I only see him on myspace. According to his profile, somehow he got 234 more friends awful quick.

It's happened to all of us. You have a mate, someone who's always there for you, the perfect brother you never had, who you never really appreciate until someone else comes along and appreciates them so much more.

When a mate loses another mate to some sort of romantic entanglement, it's a cocktail of uncomfortable jealousy and grieving. You feel snubbed and rejected. That kind of behaviour might be acceptable, even expected, from women, but not from my "brother from another mother".

Geez - at least with women there's the prospect of some action. At least with a woman, you get a polite but firm text, a call, conversation or restraining order.

When a guy dumps another guy, there's no such courtesy.

So when women complain that a man never calls, I've been there, girlfriend. Us men can be such, well, men.

You feel like presenting a video to your friend, like the old openers of those American crime shows.

All he has to do is pop the VHS in the slot - it begins with your voice: "Previously in your life", before a "best of" edit of several boys' nights out plays, showing him life before Gwyneth.

Which is not to say I haven't been in my mate's position before.

When one falls in love, there's the inevitable giddy montage of freewheeling romance.

The light's always perfect, all the songs on the radio are played just for you, and every day is soaked in autumnal beauty. Even in autumn. Or so I've heard.

What to do? Your best mate has made off to play at some comedy with a dame, and you're left out in the cold.

He's inside the log cabin, making fondue and sipping mulled wine with his lady lover while you freeze in the blizzard of singledom.

The best advice I can give is just to starve the guy out. To paraphrase a witty poster I once read on a toilet wall, if you love something, set it free. If it comes back, it's yours. If it doesn't, text and text and email and call that dude until he responds. Because a guy in love is only incommunicado for a short time. Eventually, he'll come around.

It's like your favourite band - there comes a time when they stop playing their new stuff and wheel out the hits that made you love them in the first place.

Perhaps it's time to bring that second-string mate into rotation.

You know the guy: you click, but he's just too into you. He's needy. He doesn't take into account that you have a life too.

He keeps calling and just can't seem to wrap his head around the fact that you've got a girlfriend, and she deserves some attention too, and you can't make Friday drinks because she's got some soiree with her friends that you're invited to and, oh hang on . . .
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VERY sad to hear the news that one of Pink Floyd's founding members, Syd Barrett, passed away this week at the age of 60.

Shine on, you crazy diamond and all that.

There aren't too many Syds in rock and roll, but apparently one too many for one female acquaintance.

Upon hearing the blokes discuss Barrett's death in the breakroom, she had a red hot go of getting in the middle of it.

"That must be devastating for Nancy," she said. A mystifi ed pause followed. It was pointed out to her that she was, in fact, thinking of the late Sid Vicious. At that point the music geeks in the room were recognisable for their condescending laughter.
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THE relationships we have with our siblings are probably the longest we'll have with anyone.

One of the earliest, saddest life lessons you learn is that your parents usually don't outlive you, which means that your brothers and sisters are the only ones who'll know you for your entire life.

For some, that's a frightening prospect. For others, such as myself, it's reassuring.

You're lucky if you have one sister. You're blessed if you have two. I have an older and a younger sister, so I'm the goofy-looking one in the middle. Like a Mad Magazine between two ornate bookends.

Guys who don't have brothers are always envious of those who do. Brothers exist in a universe all their own, built on a solid foundation of dead legs and wet willies. The language of brotherly love is spoken in Indian and Chinese - the former for the wrestling and the latter for the burns.

But being a brother to a sister has its own unique stuff.

Oh sure, my older sister Tammy was a bully too, like all elder siblings, and she still scares me.

We may both be adults and get along well, but I know somewhere lurking deep in her dark subconscious is that same little girl ready to lunge as soon as I say the wrong thing, hold me down, lick her hand and wipe it on my face repeatedly.

I'm in awe of my older sister, a strong, beautiful woman who owns her own business and is also a wonderful wife and mother to two gorgeous boys.

Note to self: Buy fresh batteries for their loudest toys.

Then there's my teenage sister, Bonnie, almost 13 years my junior, who I actually witnessed being born. When I see her, all I think of are those first few moments when she came into the world, sneezing at the harsh hospital lights.

I'm constantly surprised and delighted at Bonnie's intelligence, sincerity and humor, and even more excited to watch the adult she will become.

She has the world clocked and she's not even out of high school. That girl's going to be something.

Try being that mushy with a brother - he'll just punch you and then possibly break wind on your head. But that's what's so great about having sisters. Guys who have grown up with a sis or two are invariably a little different to those from boy families. They're superior communicators with women.

At the least, they know how to listen. That's because they never had a choice - it's hard to get a word in edgewise in a house filled with women. I mean that in a nice way. Having sisters around makes for a healthy exchange of opinions.

When dealing with sisters, take it from a survivor: there's a few things you should know.

At some point as kids, your sister will hit you in the goolies. The good news is that it's just a phase and should be out of their system by the time you're in your 40s.

During your sister's teenage years, invest in body armor and find a place where you won't be able to hear her tantrums. Can't locate a spot? Don't worry, they're discovering new planets every day.

You'll never have to remember anything about your family ever again. Sisters are your own personal Wikipedia. They know the birthdates, anniversaries, and favourite things of everyone. The flipside is that they also have the PIN to every emotional bank account you have, and they do like to withdraw some guilt now and again.

Never let them forget that you're their brother and you'll always love and do anything for them. The best moment to remind them is just as you're dropping off your own children for her to babysit. Lastly, agree with everything they say. This is also applicable to mums.

Look, sisters may not be perfect, but they're always there, whenever you need. That's just as good - better, even.

Besides dads, brothers are the males to whom women compare all other men. So the best gift we can give a sister is to be the best damn man we can be.
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SOMETIMES you just don't know if women are listening or just waiting for their turn to talk.

At a function the other week - one of those soirees where people half talk to you and half look over your shoulder to see if there's someone more important to schmooze - a young 20-something asked what it was I did for a living.

"Well, a few things, I write a column in the Sunday Mail every week,' I replied.

"Right," she said, distracted, scanning the room. A pause, and then: "When does that come out?"
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I HAD my money on Miss North Korea in the Miss Universe sweep at work. As soon as she asked for world peace, I knew I was in trouble.

What I know about supermodels could barely fill out Jennifer Hawkins' G-string, but it's clear that the game of beauty can get very ugly.

There's backstabbing, rejection, constant pressure, plus that Trump is always hanging around.

Beauty can only take you so far in modelling - courage is just as important. The dames on the runway may have a slim waistline, but they still have lots of guts in there.

There's the fun part of being a successful model - easy work, free clothes, great money, travel, the rock band Jet making you breakfast in the morning, fame.

Then there's the other half to consider as well: fame, a short career, jealousy from every woman in the world, and you're hit on by every shiny-suited sleaze who looks your way, shoving another drink in your hand as he feeds you some nonsense about a Sunday newspaper column he'd like to write about you.

It's obvious why models have to either marry money or someone more famous than them.

Their career goes down the tube faster than a Pete Doherty party favour and, unless they've segued into TV or lingerie, an old It Girl (what is that these days - over the age of 20?) has limited appeal.

There's always This Year's Model ready to step into your Manolos and all the surgery in the world can't hide the fact that the public have grown tired of you and are eager to see another kitten purr on the catwalk.

Everyone knows that models are chewed up and spat out quicker than the meals most of them eat. That's basically the entire industry in a gluten-free nutshell - meet the new Moss, same as the old Moss.

And these are just the ones who make it, the top .0001 per cent. Only a select few are allowed behind the velvet rope into supermodeldom. And it's not like you can study harder or get more experience to look more beautiful - what you see in the mirror is all you have to offer in this game. That's why it's important to get a back-up trade like fashion design, cosmetology or bricklaying.

Miss Universe is especially for the guys. Sure it's superficial and phony, but feminine beauty is a remarkable thing, and worthy of wolf-whistle wonderment.

It's not just their looks that we're attracted to, but the mysterious forces of what exactly it is that we find alluring about them. Is it their symmetrical features or the colour of their hair? Was there a rhythm in their gait that we found becoming? Is there an appealing flaw, such as a gap in their teeth, a mole, or is their goatee slightly uneven?

Not to get high-falutin' about it all, but attractive women have always inspired men to great things. Mona Lisa made Da Vinci paint the hell out of that thing. Ford came up with the assembly line so men had something to pick up their ladies in. Armstrong probably went to the moon to impress a woman. Warhol immortalised Monroe and Elizabeth Taylor. And I could be wrong here, but I think a model inspired Kraftwerk to write The Model.

Female jealousy over models is an understandable, but ultimately wasted, emotion. The reality is that beauty is freakish, different, abnormal even. And for this reason, even though models may mix with the cool crowd, they'll probably always feel like outsiders. They get a few good years before it's time to chuck that weird U-bolt at the end of their career runway, exit stage left and let another have a shot at the title.

The main complaint levelled at pageants like these are that it's a throwback to a more sexist time, when women were judged on looks, rather than their minds. Guess what? We're all judged on our looks all the time, men and women. That's life - the ones who are good-looking and talented at sport hold all the cards. Didn't high school teach you anything?
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YOU'VE got to hand it to Mel Gibson. Granted, we've all had a big night out, driven way too fast with too much firewater in our belly, been arrested, blamed all the wars in the world on the Jews, called a police officer "sugartits" and attempted to urinate in our cell. But only Mel has the sack to do it all in Aramaic.

While I'm not the biggest Mel Gibson fan in the world, I am an admirer. His talent is a unique one, and his chosen path in Hollywood deserves respect. He may not have been born here, but some of his films are Aussie cornerstones.

Generations would not have known of the Gallipoli story had Mel's pretty face not dragged them into theatres.

Nor would they be informed of the forgotten chapter in our nation's history when marauding gangs of petrol pirates prowled the Australian moonscape under the watchful eye of Tina Turner. Ironically, we do need another hero.

I think it was that great songwriter Simon Garfunkel who asked the question: "Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio? Our nation turns its lonely eyes to you." It's disappointing to see a golden god's downfall; heartbreaking when that person is a national icon.

This week's Melodrama (thank you), as ugly as it is, just goes to show that all men have a dark side. Here's a guy who's highly respected in his field, a multi-millionaire, a pillar of the Catholic community, as well as a loyal husband and father. A few nips of the Jesus juice later, and suddenly he's steering his boat directly into his heart of darkness, with Dennis Hopper waving him in.

Mel has his demons and his battles with the bottle are well documented. But he's not the first bloke to enjoy a Tequila Sunrise, and won't be the last. We all have a yin to our yang.

Every bloke has an evil twin deep inside - a Darth Vader to their Anakin, a Liam Gallagher to their Noel, a Chris Gaines to their Garth Brooks.

Sometimes it takes a celebrity downfall for us to take notice. But flick on the news any night and you'll see evidence of our darker places. There's violence, drug abuse, avarice and dishonesty on display for all to see, and that's just in the sports report.

The confounding aspect of all this for men is that occasionally being bad feels as right as being good. Most of us find ways of harmlessly channeling those desires. So we have our sports and video games, our boy's nights out and men's magazines. All blokes like to be let off the leash now and again, except those whose dark-side proclivities tend that way. The gateway to some of man's nastiest moments are vices like alcohol or drugs. But others don't need that catalyst. Some just have an unpleasant personality and are ready to unleash hell at a moment's notice.

If it weren't for politics, these people would have a very hard time finding work.

When that little devil parks itself on our shoulder, we don't see logic, just the colour red.

Perhaps men need their dark side to appreciate the better angels of their nature. After all, a Top Deck without brown chocolate would just be a Milky Bar.

This just in: We're not perfect. Well, only some of us are. Mr Gibson chose to show off his ugly side in a tirade of anti-Semitism, I choose karaoke bars. For some reason the only songs I want to sing to are Louie Louie and Ghostbusters. Not as hurtful, but probably just as offensive.



Mail Men Tales from a man's world Eat your heart out, Mr Oliver
RICHARD MARSLAND
685 words

13 August 2006

Sunday Mail
1 - State

103

English

Copyright 2006 News Ltd. All Rights Reserved

SOMETIMES men can be their own worst enemies. By that I mean some men like to make other men look bad.

You know the ones I'm talking about, guys. Like blokes who are constantly finding original and creative ways to romance their partner, showing you up at every anniversary. Or men who work out, say they like jazz, or insist on wearing clean underwear every day.

Or men who cook. In particular, that new breed of celebrity chef. Like the good-looking, rugged, yet sensitive young man who can create a delicious meal with a mouth-watering serve of beefcake on the side in the blink of a rib-eye, leaving in their wake hordes of women whose cravings for food have been sated while their carnal appetite has only just been whet. Ian Parmenter, for example.

Sure, whenever I see Jamie Oliver on the TV effortlessly whip up barbecued pork belly with berbere spice and potato salad as well as a pavlova with pistachio praline, then hop on his scooter and gadfly all about London in his lisping Mockney, I'm a little jealous. He's rich and successful, and nowadays seems to be affecting real social change with his celebrity.

He was recently voted one of the most annoying people in England, and that may be so, but he's a man driven by the life force and seems totally unaffected by his fame. He just wants to cook, hang out with his mates and be a good capitalist. I mean, family man.

It used to be that men cooked outside, women inside. If you put a bloke in front of an oven, a stove and a sink, he would have no idea what to do. But put that same man in front of a barbecue, preferably in one of those aprons with fake boobs . . .

I've recently started dabbling about with a few recipes. Nothing too adventurous, just roasts and stews. For the cooking novice, these are the perfect primer to pique an interest.

At most, all it takes is no more than 45 minutes of actual work, then you take a three or four-hour break while the thing cooks. Then you look like a big hero as you dish the thing up, when all you've really done is turn the oven on and watch the entire 2nd season of Arrested Development on DVD. Plus your house smells like parsley, sage, rosemary, thyme, and, if you time it right, post-meal gas.

Excuse the cliche, but cooking is truly an art form. It demands creativity and spontaneity, and every person takes something different away from the experience. Plus, what other form of expression rewards all five senses so gloriously? Besides the obvious.

A man who can cook is a better man. I'm sure a bloke who doesn't need to rely on Mum for a meal is seen as a superior catch to a man who is culinarily-challenged. Even if it's just hard-boiled eggs, I implore every guy to give it a go.

I was the biggest chef-for-brains you've ever come across not six months ago, tossing ingredients around like that Swedish Muppet. But now I'm more like Gordon Ramsay with road rage.

It used to be the only sounds you'd hear from my barren kitchen were the microwave bell and the hum of my fridge. Now it's: "Oh (expletive deleted) - my (expletive deleted) risoni is sticking together!"

As abundant as the right-on young male TV-celebrity chef is these days, maybe us like-aged men should take stock from their message. Men love their food and maybe we should stop bitchin' and get in the food preparation area.

Bottom line - cooking is one of the natural instincts and it's time for us 20-something men to take the turkey-slap back into the kitchen where it belongs.
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A CELEBRITY mugshot should make us all feel better about ourselves. Who could forget James Brown's arrest photo? Or Nick Nolte's shock of matted hair, which looked like it was home to several stray cats? Even beauties like Carmen Electra and Yasmin Bleeth come undone in the harsh glare of the police camera. Here's the thing - Mel Gibson's arrest photo at the lowest point in his life still looks better than any photo of me at my best. Come to think of it, the same goes for the way Mel looked in Man Without a Face.
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IT'S been 29 years this week since Elvis left the building. Men of all ages are drawn to the man, the music and the myth like, well, Elvis to a banana-bacon-Mars Bar-and-ice-cream-filled hamburger.

Elvis' career spanned only three decades in the history of popular music, from 1953 to 1977, but he cast a vast shadow across its future and influenced almost all who followed.

Blokes have a strange fascination with the King and it's easy to understand why.

His story is seductive. In many ways it's an allegory. Boy comes from humble beginnings, rocks the boat with his good-looks and rebellious swagger, becomes rich and famous, then seems to lose his way and falls from grace, and the toilet.

It's the classic everyman story: you're young, thin and attractive, then you hit 30 and blow out, and at 40 you spend the rest of your life trying to recreate your glory days.

But only Elvis had the courage to do it in a skin-tight bedazzled jumpsuit. He seemed a little too worried about people stepping on his blue suede shoes for a guy who couldn't even see them.

There are Elvis fans, and then there are Elvis fans, you know?

Some Elvis nuts own every movie and every album, have visited Graceland, hang a picture of him in their house above the Pope, and would never miss a gig from an impersonator, no matter how tacky.

Then there are the fans like me, who realise Elvis never wrote any of his songs, that he made big money out of music created by a people much poorer than him, and lived a life of decadence so wasteful it would make Liberace blush.

Fans like us also wonder if he truly is the King of Rock'n'Roll, or whether that title would be more fitting for Chuck Berry or Little Richard, for example.

Of course, I say all this. But then cut to me at a wedding after a few drinks, dancing with the mother of the bride when Hound Dog comes on.

It's like that. The Presley pull cuts through the bull. Be as high-falutin' as you like, it's the songs that matter, and most of them are pretty cool.

They're simple and they're honest. The best stuff is Elvis at the beginning of his career - the Sun Sessions - and the recordings at the end of his career like Live at Madison Square Garden.

There are only a few names in the world of music who achieved the kind of fame Elvis did. In fact, I'll venture just four - John, Paul, George and Ringo. And obviously Lee Harding.

With the King, you get everything in one. He's a singer and a soap-opera rolled into one, a hero and a punchline all at the same time.

Most guys have Elvis envy, except for the whole constipated, drug-addict, Graceland's Biggest Loser look he sported in his final years.

He was polite, loved his mother, served his country in the army and, whenever he didn't like something he saw on one of his 90 TVs, he'd just shoot it. I wish I had that kind of power. I would take great pleasure in unloading, reloading and unloading into my TV when certain shows would come on. Don't want to say too much, but that Quizmania program - it's on the list.

Fact is, if you ask any heterosexual man which member of his sex he thinks is handsome, after some obligatory umming and aaahing as synapses in their brain snap and pop under the strain of confusion, Elvis is usually one of the responses.

Whichever way you swing it, Elvis was a good-looking cat. While I wouldn't go as far as Christian Slater's character in True Romance, it's safe to say I wouldn't mind catching one of those sweat-soaked scarfs he used to throw into the audience. Thank you very much.
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AFTER so much net hype and parody, Snakes on a Plane opened this week and is already tagged as an all-time camp cinema classic.

It might be scary for those with a mortal fear of snakes, but for mine, I wouldn't mind travelling on a plane with a snake in the seat next to me. At least they won't take up the armrest.

Sorry, I'm feeling a little Gary Larson this week.
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AT the onset of spring, as the sun shyly pokes its head through the clouds like a nervous stage performer peering through the curtains on opening night, and the morning lawn frost gives way to balmy blue sky dawn, it's not just the reptiles that are emerging from their winter inactivity.

Young adult men, who all season have only moved from their breeding grounds to the couch and back again, with occasional bathroom breaks, are now noticing shafts of light breaking through the window and realising they've spent a good part of the year glued to their games machine.

The bond between man and games machine is something that most women can't or won't understand.

Obviously there are many ladies who like nothing better than getting their brain waxed for hours on end with nothing but a joystick in their hand.

But cool your X-boxes for just a sec, girls. Any cursory look at the games themselves, who they're marketed to, and the ratio of males to females scouring the shelves for new titles will tell you it's strictly he-time.

Sure, it wastes hours, delivers instant pleasure with no real reward and isolates individuals from the family unit. But, on the other hand, it develops hand-eye co-ordination and rhythm skills.

Why shouldn't men be allowed to get addicted to some harmless fantasy fun?

Video games allow us to exorcise all our frustrations and unleash our desires. In the virtual world, we can drive as fast and be as violent as we want. We can feel the road rage and work stress just ebb away when we take it out on imaginary, high resolution computer men.

Now, my own experience amounts to just a few hundred hours of actual gameplay. Oh, but I did voiceover a rather innovative TV show on the subject, so I sound like I know what I'm talking about.

In my life, whenever I think of video games and their arcade predecessors, I think of the young male seemingly spotwelded to the controls.

As a young boy of about nine going into a Timezone, it was always intimidating to watch the older lads.

They had cigarettes behind their earringed ears and, as they vanquished their foes with a laser gun or spaceship missile lock, their body language told you they'd been there for hours and wouldn't be giving up this particular machine until it was obsolete.

Then there was the lock-in. Basic rules: $10 (a fortune in those days) for three hours of unlimited play (excluding Skilltesters). Now and again Mum would treat me to a lock-in - looking back, it was more a gift for herself to spend three hours away from the kid doing glamorous Mum stuff.

The only fantasy better than getting top score on Time Crisis and your name on the ladder was being the manager guy with the magic set of keys who could unload a lifetime's supply of credits in about 30 seconds. I still want to be him.

Nowadays we get our teenage kicks at home, through adolescence and beyond.

Sure, there are games for kids, but the majority target my demographic. But they're too damned hard.

I've never completed a game before I have to return it to the video shop. Hours pass in futility as you navigate through level after level, swearing like Joe Pesci with Tourette's Syndrome, rethinking every move, the game's graphics and theme song dancing through your head while you sleep. And that's just the menu screen . . .

But seriously folks . . . many women complain about the time their man spends gaming.

But, when distraction, substitution and positive reinforcement won't get him away from the screen, grab the other controller and settle in. That's what the Player 2 function is for - bonding. Game over.
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WHERE were Erin and Jennifer when I was 16?

Erin McNaught will be climbing in the limo on dinnerdance night and Jennifer went on a lunch date, after accepting random invitations from schoolboys. Bravo, lads.

He who dares, wins.

Sure, a famous beauty contest winner walking into a gym full of randy schoolboys might be like going into the lion's den, but it's still less creepy than Donald Trump.
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WHO'S my daddy? My Dad, that's who.

Father's Day is different for every family. Some dads get breakfast in bed, and others receive a thoughtful gift.

Or, if you're like rocker Mick Jagger, you receive cards from many, many children you had no idea even existed.

The job of dad has seen so much change over the years.

More men are now getting their hands dirty (literally) changing nappies and the number of stay-at-home dads is on the increase.

Men are being taught to be more sensitive to the needs of their child. Fathers are starting to learn that quality time comes from quantity time. That can only be a good thing.

The problem is that usually dads are the sole breadwinner during the periods of pregnancy and early childhood, and it can be tough to find the energy for children after a big day at work.

Kids being kids, they can often overlook the fact that working hard for the money (so hard for the money), is part of the parenting gig.

Yeah, fathers should spend as much time with their kids as they can, but let's not be unfair.

Any dad worth his salt would do anything for his kids, and to paraphrase my father's motto before meting out his punishment: this hurts him a lot more than it will hurt you.

It's all very well for me to be a backseat-dad - I'm not one. But I do have experience of being fathered, so I know what worked for me.

For all boys, dad is the blueprint for who they hope to become. Boys learn from their father's triumphs and his mistakes. They want to be just like him. Or better than him - and if you're lucky like me, that's a futile and hopeless ambition.

Every time I see Dad, he gives me a kiss. Always has. Why are fathers who kiss their sons such a rarity? I've never understood dads who aren't affectionate toward their sons, as if the unique familial bond can be sullied by homoerotic overtones, as if it somehow gives them the wrong idea about what's acceptable. This just in: kissing your son will not give him the gay.

My father, Peter, will always be a mountain to me. He left home at 15 to work. When I was 15 I was still being tucked into bed. They just don't make them like him anymore.

He's a Renaissance Man, and his art is his work ethic. My father has always worked hard, and he's done everything - he's been a policeman, a farmer, a milkman, a mechanic, a viticulturalist and an ice-cream shop owner.

He was a champion cyclist, and still loves the Tour de France. And boy, is he fit. He could still match it with any of the young bucks on the force today, no kidding.

He's kind and fair, and an absolute gentleman. He has a unique smell about him that immediately makes me feel safe. He's still got a full head of hair. His grandkids love him to pieces.

He whistles. Seriously: who whistles anymore? It's brilliant.

He has hard, rough hands. He listens to AC/DC at top volume.

He's lent money to people in need and never asked for it back. I've witnessed him actually saving the lives of two people (not counting his police work): he gave CPR to a dead man once, and then another time, dragged my baby sister to safety when their boat sank in the middle of the Murray River.

And there's no one else in the world for him but my mother. So yeah, I love him.

One of the more vital roles of a father is just to be there for his kids. And that's a duty that never ends. More important is providing your children with the life lessons they'll need when you can't be there.

A good dad instils his child with a sense of independence, adventure, responsibility and compassion. A great dad, like mine, doesn't need a special day to feel good about it.

Thanks Dad.
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THIS week I finally cracked and started searching the net to naughtily download episodes of the sixth season of The Sopranos.

If Tony S caught me doing that, I'd probably be in line to get whacked - unless I sold it and gave him a slice of the profits.

I'm starting to think the truckload of latest episodes has been hijacked and are only available from one of his goons at a marked-up price.

Why the hold-up broadcasting the new eps of possibly the finest TV drama ever? Don't the TV people know we have the electronic internet now?

Trying to steer clear of spoilers in this information age is like walking between the raindrops. There's always some weisenheimer in the office who finds out all the plot twists and then feels it's his or her right to spoil your fun. We need some mob justice for that person. Let's see how much of the snappy patter he/she can offer while tied up in the boot of a Cadillac.

Sorry, I get a bit het up when it comes to The Sopranos. It's a soapie for men, and one of the few shows I get to keep up with nowadays. When you watch The Sopranos, you realise just how great TV can, and should, be. We've grown disturbingly accustomed to reality-TV, which cheats in its method of creating drama and conflict.

Here's a program where every instalment is like a film in itself - snappy dialogue, fascinating characters, and Shakespearean storytelling.

Guys are partial to mob movies, as we all know, but The Sopranos is television that's right up there with anything Scorsese has ever done.

Tony Soprano is the man. He's a gangster of the highest order, but running a crime family ain't nothing compared to running his actual family.

And that's the beauty of it: 'cos when you boil it down, it's just a show about a hard-working guy trying to make ends meet. It's just that he sometimes does it with a blowtorch and a pair of pliers.

The Sopranos is every male fantasy rolled into 51 minutes. There's shiny suits, shinier cars, violence, swearing that's almost poetic, cigar smoking, poker games, rock music and, of course, dames. Not to be confused with broads. Or goomahs.

Which is not to say the show excludes women. If you really look at it, Tony's wife Carmela is the one who truly runs the family. Which is another reason it's such refreshing entertainment - it also illustrates the Mob life from the women's perspective.

For every viewer, there's a character they can identify with. There are teens and twenty-somethings, divorced women, senior citizens and married couples, lifelong bachelors and church-going types.

It speaks to all demographics and takes its sweet time exploring their lives.

As much as Tony Soprano is an old-school guy, in his words "the strong, silent type", he also has his fair share of anxieties. For this reason he sees a psychiatrist, wherein he reveals his problems to be very much like the everyday issues of ordinary men.

Intimacy issues, weight, the work/life balance, parents, children, anger management, ageing, loyalty and the challenges of holding on to your values in the cut-throat, corporate 21st century.

This is all big stuff and one ep of The Sopranos can do more for a man's soul than an entire season of Dr Phil.

The question raised but never answered is: what makes a man? Is it his job, which for most serves as an identity? Is it the relationships he forms with others? Is he marked by the decisions he makes when the chips are down?

Being a man is confusing these days, and sometimes we have a tricky time with our moral compass. And for most blokes, perhaps that's what draws them back to The Sopranos every season - to see Tony and his team take the bullets for the rest of us.

Bada bing.
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IT'S sad when heiress Paris Hilton is the kind of celebrity young girls are stuck with as a role model today.

So now Paris has been arrested for drink-driving in LA. I'm not sure of the number she blew, but I'm pretty sure the video of that will be on the internet soon.
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I'D like to thank all The Sopranos fans who wrote to me last week after reading my column. Three emails fl ooded in.

Season six of The Sopranos kicks off on Wednesday. Just when you had your man back after the footy season: Another reason for him to stay glued to the box. Oh well. There's an offer you can't refuse.
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I DON'T think I've ever seen a guy of my age open a car door for a woman. Is chivalry dead? No, but it is resting.

Being a gentleman used to be a cool thing. Think Bond and his smooth work with Moneypenny. Or Sinatra, who famously wouldn't even yawn in the company of women. That's no mean feat, considering he was once married to Mia Farrow. That's why he was the Chairman of the Board, and not the Chairman of the Bored.

I love being a gentleman. I'm a sucker for picking up the bill and helping a lady put on her coat and standing to introduce myself. But I'm a mere mouse compared to other men.

Legend has it that Sir Walter Raleigh once took off his expensive cloak and threw it over a puddle for Queen Elizabeth to walk over. Well, thanks for making it tough for the rest of us, Wally.

It's hard out there for a himp. Sure, all guys want to be chivalrous and treat every woman like a princess. But then, some girls say they would rather go without airs and graces.

Granted, it can be awkward when there's a sycophantic shadow following your every move, never allowing you to lift a finger. So what's a bloke supposed to do?

It's a minefield out there. One of the problems is that there's so many flaws in the whole etiquette deal.

If you open a door for a woman, how does that work with doors that open into a building? You have to step in first to get the door open. Does a man have to open her car door, even though she's driving? Do you light a girl's cigarette, even if you don't smoke? And in the bedroom, is it good form to leave the light on so you can tell which girl is which?

Gallantry hasn't been getting the press it needs. Why bother with manners and forethought when Tommy Lee introduces himself to Pamela Anderson by going up to her in a nightclub and licking her face?

Who needs grooming when guys like Warney can charm the ladies with his nouveau-riche-white-trash act? The only classy ladies' man in the game is Hef, and he hangs out in his pyjamas all day. I'd do the same but I just don't think the ladies would swing with my Spiderman longjohns.

The myth is that women like bad boys. Now I don't intend to speak for all women - that's Germaine Greer's gig and she's clearly doing a bang-up job.

But I'm pretty sure there's not much truth to that. A friend once told me: "Treat 'em mean and keep 'em keen." His last date was six years ago.

Then there's the other standard: "Nice guys finish last." But if you play your cards cool, the everyday bloke can have his cake and etiquette too.

It's good to be gallant. Take a long, hard look around a nightclub and you'll see men swearing in front of women, interrupting them, sitting while they stand, ignoring their friends, coughing without turning their head. You'll notice that the blokes with some civility are usually the ones not receiving female attention, but in the end they're the bigger man. I'm not suggesting that every guy needs to be an obsequious fop kowtowing to every woman's whim, just to be polite. There is a nifty side-effect: chivalry is a great way to hide your little flaws until she's well and truly in the boat.

C'mon - it's nice to be nice to women. You get back what you put in. And you know what's so great about them? They listen.

I know, isn't it odd? So you should feel privileged that you're spending time with one and make her feel like she's the only one in the room.

Here's the thing, ladies. It's time for a conference with each other. Women should make up their mind. Whatever you want, I'm sure we'll all go for it. But for every girl who likes her doors opened, there's another two who don't. Women need to have a party line, preferably a clear and unanimous opinion - a visible party line, if you will.
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WITH spring in swing, it's easy to notice September is a most popular month for weddings.

It's ironic that the season most commonly associated with new life is also the season that spells the end of life for engaged males. But before his big day comes the big night. Or, as is now common, the big weekend, or even bigger week.

I love the bachelor life. I even have a bachelor degree. And the bucks night is a male tradition that most women don't know that much about.

Many brides get a little nervous about letting their man off the leash for one crazy evening, but there's really no need.

These days, men have been cowed into toning down their last night of freedom for fear of offending their fiancee, which must be something of a bittersweet victory for the fairer sex.

For some reason, women are under the impression stag nights bring on the cold feet, or make males miss the single life.

But it's something of a rite of passage, and the male of the species is always a little healthier and happier if he's free to blow out the cobwebs every once in a while.

There are two types of bucks nights. There's the kind where there are a few drinks, a couple of laughs, maybe a cigar or two, no strippers and everyone is in bed by 1am. Then there are the other kind of evenings, where the night's events flash by like the Mardi Gras sequence in Easy Rider and you wake up naked, with a portrait of Orlando Bloom tattooed on your back, shaved eyebrows, chained to a tuna boat off the coast of Port Lincoln, thinking: "I better get this lipstick off, I've got a bucks night tonight".

For some reason females have all the prime real estate on the moral high ground locked away, but I can't see why. I've written before of my nightclub-DJ days, and from the podium I've seen more than my fair share of messy hens nights.

I've seen more fisticuffs and drunkenness from a few good hen than I have from stag nights. For mine, a bachelorette party ain't the real deal without tears, running mascara and a sex toy being brandished as a weapon while someone screams: "Put the Black Stallion away, Montana!'. But what the buck should I know?

The bach's weekend is becoming more popular. These are celebrations that eschew the traditional strippers-and-beer for a more varied experience involving golf or Skirmish, followed by strippers and beer. If mates have the time, they may opt out for a Sideways-style week of bonding.

One of the more disturbing trends in recent years has been the combined buck-hen night.

Now, hang on. It sounds perfect, but really, this is just a new fad designed to make women happy. Here, the bride can keep a close watch on her man and put a handbrake on his partying. But it's like letting your dog run loose in the park for an hour before taking him to the vet to get desexed.

It goes without saying there are a few bucks who have celebrated excessively, and have had much to apologise for over the next few days. Or, knowing most women, (and men, come to think of it), the next few decades. But the opposite sex should know there's less than meets the eye to the majority of bachelor bashes.

The thing to remember is that he's chosen you over the single life, and this is just the official goodbye. Sure, he'll do some things you won't approve of and it'll be an embarrassing display of dorkery. Mates can never really express their feelings any other time - we need to have drunken D and Ms at 5 in the morning over a yiros.

So ladies, like the man said, if you love something, set it free. You've already locked him in for life - what's one night?

Say no more. I'll get the Nugget.
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Caitlin Murray

17, Brighton

"The Carlton Draught beer ad where there are people dressed in different colours in the paddock and they run around and make an image of a person drinking beer.

It's very clever."

Madeleine Lawrence

17, Henley Beach

"The Tooheys Extra Dry ad where the vacuum cleaner, fridge, washing machine and pool cleaner are fighting over the Tooheys bottle.

I think beer commercials are usually the best."

Tristan Byrne

19, Christie Downs

"The Bigpond 'on demand' ads, the one with Tommy Lee is really funny where he orders things like an ape and a 'mini-me'."

Barnabas Fellegvari

16, Highbury

"The child abuse ad that has Johnny Cash singing Nine Inch Nail's Hurt.

It's about becoming a childhood hero since it's not easy for an abused child to do it on their own."

Sam Burch

21, Melbourne

"The Pedigree Meaty Bites ad where the guy and his dog are driving along in the car both chewing, both checking out the talent and both enjoying the groove."
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I'M a Barbie boy, in a Barbie world. The Grand Final and the barbecue go hand in greasy hand on the last Saturday in September.

For some reason, men don't like to cook, unless we can do it outside.

The humble bloke's barbecue has had something of a makeover. Back when I was a kid (a simpler time, when U2 was touring, Bush was in the White House and there was a war in Iraq), my father's barbie was just a small fire surrounded by a few rocks canopied by something that resembled (allegedly) a manhole cover borrowed off the street (Your Honour).

For our family, it wasn't a real barbecue unless the E&WS logo was seared into the chop - the true mark of a quality cut of Marsland meat.

Now the Aussie barbecue is an industry unto itself.

There are stores, magazines, CD compilations and books devoted to it, and sometimes lazy columnists will choose it as a topic on a slow news week.

This seer of sears has jumped on the barbiewagon. My parents gifted me with a shiny new four-burner for my birthday and, after 89 hours of assembly that would make the IKEA instruction manual writer blush, I was in Vealhalla.

It all goes back to the campfire, where people of all cultures gathered to natter and nosh. Fire will always hold a fascination for humankind, being one of the classical elements, used in religious rituals and symbolism. There's the hypnotic effect of flame itself, rewarding us with light and heat, followed by the resulting smoke gliding heavenward - a signal to all. And, at the end, a feast around which to bond.

Needless to say, this kind of fruity talk is most unwelcome at a barbie, as is fruit itself.

With a great barbie comes great responsibility. What to wear? A novelty apron is always a start. Complement the look with a stubbyholder necklace like Kennedy wore in Don's Party and you're ready to paint the town greasy.

Most men are territorial with their barbie and won't stand for any backseat-grilling from their mates. The Beefmaster is King here, and he'll decide when to turn that sausage, thank you very much, even though his singed eyebrows may disagree.

While the barbie has iconic status in Australia, they do barbecue in other nations.

On every continent you'll find a barbecue of some description, although it doesn't connote the same sentiment of good-times-and-great-rock-n'-roll with which Aussies associate it. The Americans, in particular, are fond of the backyard grill. But what would they know? They still think we throw shrimps, rather than prawns, on a barbie.

And lo, the banquet is prepared. Men present their charred goods with a flourish that suggests they themselves spent countless hours hunting, snaring and gutting the beast, when all they really did was meekly make a purchase from the butcher and carry it home in their environmentally-friendly canvas bag.

When it comes to the aftermath, there are two schools of thought on the cleaning of the barbie. Some (let's call them girly-men) opt to fastidiously wash and scrub after every use.

Others will only get out the steel wool every so often, arguing that regular maintenance takes something away from the character of the apparatus, and the flavour of the meat.

The lick of the flame is seen as the only sterilisation the grill needs. Either way, let's agree to disagree - all men are insane.

Besides cricket, the barbecue is the great summer touchstone for all men.

Differences are put aside as the beers are cracked open and food that previously had parents is sizzled. There must be some chemical inside those gas bottles that sedates men. With the sun at your back and beef on the barbie, all is right with the world.
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IF Mick Molloy's new film Boytown proves anything, it's that boybands don't get old, their members just get a bit wrinklier.

From The Monkees to New Kids on the Block, every generation seems to get the boyband they deserve.

A loose definition suggests that the boyband is almost always prefabricated, a Frankenstein built by some Svengali-ish producer, with image taking priority over the quality of the music.

They usually don't write the music, or play any of the instruments (and before the Monkee mafia put out a hit on me, even though they did play their instruments and occasionally wrote their own songs, they were manufactured, and probably the first boyband).

Boytown tells the story of five members of a once-successful boyband - sorry, male vocal group - who are approaching a crisis of a mid-life kind at a steady rate of knots and are itchy for a dose of dancing feet.

Of course, they're aware that the key word in "boyband" is boy, and tailor their new music for the coming-of-middle-age set. The film itself is a real celebration of this country's comic royalty.

Any cursory look at the makeup of your standard boyband reveals a definite formula - there's the older one, the young one, the nice guy, the goofy one and the moody bad boy. I guess the theory is that the teenage girls who obsess over them will find something attractive in each, like a strange primer for an adult relationship.

That is, they dream of the day they'll meet a guy who is all of those things rolled into one. Kind of like how the characters on Sex and the City were meant to represent the various facets of an average woman's personality.

I'm always a little embarrassed by boybands. For one, they're not honest. They market themselves to young women when (and let's be frank) there's always at least one gay member.

They also set unrealistic expectations. The lyrics aren't truthful - they're singing about love, when all young men of boyband age are pretty much only abusing the word to get to something else.

And in interviews, they all act as if, like, you know, they've been toiling away on the road for years and have total creative control over their career.

In your heart you know they've been herded into the back of the van from studio to hotel room like those yo-yo kids on The Simpsons.

Oh, yeah - and men don't dance that well.

It's music made by the young for the young, and the insatiable demands of teenage taste means the shelf-life will always be limited. This is not to knock their talent - the songs are usually masterfully written and the boys are blessed with great voices, enthusiasm and presence, even though it is being misused.

Every time a new sensation breaks on to the scene, I'm always surprised that there's an audience ready and waiting for them. Are we not more savvy in this Wikipedia world?

Which is why Boytown tells an important story. These are real human beings behind the product. Didn't Boyz II Men learn anything from the name of their own group?

Let's face it - all boyband music is crap. Does anyone really still listen to Indecent Obsession? 5ive? East17?

The Black Keys do more in a pub with a guitar and drum kit than a five-man-vocal group can do in a packed stadium with hundreds of thousands of dollars in pyrotechnics.

Tim Rogers has more balls in one sung lyric than any of these bands can muster in an entire album. And how are they bands, anyway? Don't bands play instruments?

Boybands exit stage left quickly. Their fame is momentary and the ones left counting the cash are the suits at the record companies. Some, like Justin Timberlake and Robbie Williams, came out on top.

But, as for others, they more often become the guy holding the spotlight than the one illuminated by it.
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NOT only are the boots hung up for the end of the footy season, but men now have another reason to mourn: the end of Fox Footy. What a channel - all footy, all the time. It was a sanctuary for the sport-mad male, the reliable go-to whenever the TV landscape got a little dire during the channel surf.

Now all we have for our sports fi x is Fox Sports 1, Fox Sports 2, Fox Sports 3, ESPN, Fox Sports News, Eurosportsnews, FuelTV, Main Event and Sky Racing.

I mean, how can we go on?

(The author would like to acknowledge the inherent dodginess in plugging a service provided by his employer, although he is sincere in his sadness).
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THERE'S nothin' so lonesome, so dull or so drear than to stand in a bar of a pub with pokies.

The traditional Aussie pub - once the sacred sanctuary of everyman, be he of no or upper class, is an endangered species.

You now hear men speak in whispers of "a good, honest pub", in hushed tones usually reserved for a secret fishing spot or a new band that no-one else has heard about yet, as if they're frightened of letting the cat out of the bag and corrupting a good thing.

Understandably, in this era of stay-at-home entertainment, where the attractions of the internet, pay-TV and DVDs are a tempting carrot to keep any man shackled to the couch, the humble pub has had to evolve to keep its punters.

Local music and/or comedy used to be the go, but who needs an artistic community when YouTube awaits?

As a result, hotels are now festooned with karaoke and games of chance of every kind, from Keno to the TAB to the dreaded ATM-machines-in-reverse known as the pokies.

The average bloke's demands are less complicated than that. Didn't everyone learn their lesson when Moe's of Springfield, in The Simpsons, went upmarket?

All we want is a quiet beer. Give us a stool, some sticky carpet echoed overhead with a nicotine-stained ceiling and a friendly bartender (or preferably barmaid), throw in a pool table, a dartboard, a TV and a footy-tips board and we're in hog heaven.

The heat has knocked us sideways this week, and I was reminded just how life-affirming a relaxing imbibe can be on a summer's afternoon. Now I'm no expert - the total hours in my life spent in pubs would be a mere few, somewhere between Oliver Reed and Simon Pegg's character in Shaun of the Dead, but I do know that finding a good pub today is a challenge. Even the dives are now faux-dives and the lights are brighter.

In the snootier ones the staff fling the spirit-bottles around like you're a talent scout casting the lead for Cocktail 2, giving you the change on a butter dish. When did that little annoying trend start? I don't mind tipping, but I'd rather not be asked, no matter how subtle the prodding.

To quote a conversation I overheard at one pub: "What's 10 per cent of `get stuffed'?"

Smoking bans are an area greyer than the air in a pub on a Saturday night. On the one yellow hand, it protects non-smoking patrons and staff from secondhand smoke. On the other, a smoke-free watering hole does seem to lack a certain character. Alcohol is a killer just like cigarettes. Banning smoking at a place pushing a legal drug is like telling a parachutist to dress warmly before a jump in case there's a chill.

And having segregated areas for lighting up has its own issues; as they say, it's tough to tell the kids they can only wee in one half of the pool.

Sometimes public houses flush with pokie-money renovate and become one of those "gastro" places. Why? Is an Italian-design-cream-colour-coordinated-modular sofa in the corner really necessary?

I'm all for a nice refined bar or lounge, but I came here for a pub. There's a difference. And turn down that dance music. The nightclub next door is complaining about the noise.

We men don't ask for much - we don't necessarily want to go where everybody knows your name. That could be a warning sign we're drinking too much. We just want to drink in a public forum, cause it's better than drinking alone.

One of my locals is perfect. You can find your own space if you want it, but now and again one of the bartenders will join you for a chat. That's a damn rare thing these days - sometimes it's near impossible to raise a grunt from those behind the bar, when in fact a candid conversation with an absolute stranger can be beer for the soul, and often what one goes to the pub for in the first place.

Now please leave in a quiet and orderly manner so as not to disturb the nearby residents.
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THIS week we finally learned why men have nipples - to annoy wowsers. We get the point (pun intended).

Why the uproar over the Mentos man with the erect nipples? They're just nipples and it's just a joke. For one, they're a man's nipples and the last time I checked, that wasn't offensive nudity. Two, it is just the human body, after all - when did that become dirty?

And three, well, I ran out of nipples - I really should stop using mine to count.
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THIS week, the Australian women's netball team arrived back in the country after their significant victory over New Zealand in the trans-Tasman series.

But it was more a zeroes' welcome than a heroes' welcome - two people were waiting at the airport to greet them.

Granted, that's probably more than the Australian men's netball team had, but two people? I've had more well-wishers waiting for me after a business trip to Broome.

Of course, men's sport gets more publicity. But it's not all our fault. We do our bit - the two people who greeted the netballers? Men.

Anyway, to add insult to injury, Sharelle McMahon won the player-of-the-series award. Her prize? A prestigious hamper of cosmetics and body wash. That's not just lame, it's also offensive. That's like stocking every hotel room with a Bible when every hotel turned down Mary and Joseph for a room to give birth to the star of the show. Basically, it's someone saying: "We love your work, we're just not that fond of you."

The biggest difference between men and women in professional sport, in this country especially, is that the blokes do it for the money, whereas the women seem to do it for the love of the game.

They have to - they're paid next to nothing, while the sponsorship and financial backing are a joke. There are virtually no real Million Dollar Babies in Australian sport.

The second biggest difference is that the women are more fun to watch.

Women playing sports dominated by men have a thankless career ahead of them.

Growing up, I shared the field alongside two girls who were the most skilled players I'd ever seen, regardless of gender.

The first was Tina, who lived across the road and came over after school, it seemed, to play (or should that be teach?) cricket with (to) me. "Be the ball" was her mantra.

Tina was opening batsman for our school team as well.

She was gifted with incredible confidence and coolness under pressure; I mean Zoe Goss gifted. She arrived at our backyard crease at 4pm and left it (not out) long after the sun had gone down and the ball was lost to the night - during daylight saving, to boot. The other was Justine, captain of my school football team. For my money, women's Aussie Rules is a boom sport in waiting. Justine was a tomboy, safe to say, and tailor-built for Aussie Rules.

Watching her on the oval, you could sense that she was something special. Her kicks were centimetre perfect and in a marking contest she rarely came off second best. Justine was a strategic and brave footballer. She scared the sprigs off every boy in the game. However, she and Tina's every moment of triumph on the sporting field was overshadowed by an unspoken sadness. They could probably never make a comfortable career from their passion because of their sex. What a crippling blow that must have been.

I'm all for an increase in the popularity of women's sports. The Australian level of interest in women's sport is embarrassing. In the US, female sportsmen (whoops) meet the President and get facetime on talk-shows. They even made a film about women's baseball.

Go to New York and tickets to see Liberty play are scalped for a pretty penny. Sure, the athletes face most of the same problems ours do, but the US at least has got it mostly right.

Pop quiz: What's the name of the Australian women's cricket team? Which team won the Grand Final this year in the South Australian Women's Football League? Did you know that the Australian Women's Team won the 2006 Underwater Hockey World Championships in England? Final question: Aren't I a self-righteous, smarmy little cur?

I don't know that much about women's sport, but I do know that it's as exciting and as worthy as bloke-ball - it's just that the faces aren't as familiar.

For most men, women's sport begins and ends with Kournikova and Sharapova. I say ova and out.

Surely on the field only one kind of ball matters?
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KENNY is one of the best Aussie movies of the past 20 years.

Kenny's problems would be familiar to many Aussie men - long work hours, child custody disputes, issues of class. While it's possibly got 20 poo jokes too many, it's an affectionate celebration of the working man, and casts aside the subtle snobbery of most Aussie suburban comedies. It grabs you by the heart and doesn't let go.
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Claire Lockwood

18, Highgate

"I don't like raw fish.

I am a vegetarian and I think it is slimy and gross."

Luke Eade

18, Warradale

"Sauteed mushrooms.

The texture and the taste of them is disgusting. I don't like mushrooms as it is, who wants to eat fungi?"

Sherilyn Billett

18, Glenalta

"Ox tongue! My mum makes me try all kinds of disgusting things, but that is definitely one of the worst."

Alyce Quince

19, Aberfoyle Park

"Oysters, because they are slimy and because they smell and taste bad."

Joel Ingram

16, Clarence Park

"Sheep's brain, because of the taste and the texture of it, and just for the simple fact that it's sheep's brain."
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THE devil may wear Prada, but the daredevil usually wears a plaster cast.

For some reason, stuntpeople have always longed to slip the surly bonds of Earth and touch the face of God, as Ronald Reagan once said. Daredevils push their bodies to the extreme for one reason only - to prove that it can be done. And done it they did, and well done to them for doing it.

Like any art form, stunt performance has evolved over the years. Old-time stunting almost solely consisted of acts of derring-do, such as tightrope walking. While at first glance, cunning stunts seem to be the domain of the male, it's interesting to note that the first person to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel was a 63-year-old woman in 1901.

Henry Ford's development of the assembly line and the proliferation of the automobile inspired imaginations such as Evil Knievel's later in the century, and the availability of good quality lycra at low, low prices inspired his wardrobe, but that's beside the point.

Although their feats were impressive, stunt work lacked relatability. Dangling over the Empire State in handcuffs and jumping Snake River Canyon on a Skycycle is damn cool, but such lofty dreams are beyond the average man. That Kanye West clip was no parody - stuntmen were like rock stars in the '70s.

Enter Johnny Knoxville and his Jackass gang, who have remarkably fused the everyday with a wicked sense of humour and redefined the genre. We've all handled shopping trolleys, but only an insane few have packed one with mates and rolled it down a hilly street.

We've all hired a car, but who among us has totalled it in a demolition derby?

The Jackass team members aren't content to just push the envelope, so in their last movie they used one to give themselves paper cuts. Best of all, most of their stunts are cheap. You could try them at home.

And, of course, the stunts are funny. Knievel, Ken Carter and his ilk took themselves so seriously that they became prime targets for classic characters like Paul Hogan's Leo Wanker and the S***scared team from The Late Show.

Where the traditional daredevil is always suppressing uncertainty with bravado, the Jackass guys wear fear on their sleeves. That's human and that's why they're at the top of the heap, as opposed to other daredevil-dabblers like David Blaine. How can one man in a Perspex box for 44 days be as entertaining as a midget kicking himself in the head?

For a man such as myself, whose threshold of extreme is extreme only in its lameness, who gets afeared when a bee comes a little too close to his face, the stuntman will always confound and thrill.

As a teenager making a short film, I tried to recreate the Raiders of the Lost Ark stunt with Indy being dragged behind a speeding truck by his bullwhip. Things went awry when one of my mates put the ute into reverse rather than first, and my stunt career was over. We lost touch, but last I heard he went on to a gig setting up the air-mattress for the human cannonball at the Royal Show.

For men, the obsession with the daredevil harkens back to the boy in all of us, standing on the roof of the house with a bath towel cape. It's ironic that the men and women who cheat death everyday have the life force - an inspiration and a cautionary tale rolled into one.

They dodge bullets for our entertainment and their own strange ambitions, because for them the only way to live life is to get in situations where it could be snatched away at any minute. Or something, whatever, I just want to see stuff explode, man!

Foolish? Yes. A flagrant disregard for the gift of good health? Maybe. A bad influence on children? Possibly. But boys will always be boys, and like it or not, the shenanigans of the Jackass crew are all at once original, bold and mystifying.

They elicit something from their audience that is unique in our cynical landscape - a genuine emotional response. And that's something that any daredevil worth his smelling salts can be proud of.
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WOW! Now ANZ offers the "Design My Card" concept - put whatever picture you want on your credit card.

It's a nice idea. Quick question: What's to stop me making mine look like a Black American Express Card? Or, for that matter, cash-strapped husbands designing their wives' cards, with the word "NO" emblazoned on it?
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I HAD the great fortune to see an advance screening of Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan this week, and needless to say, without hyperbole, it's one of the funniest films of all time.

The Borat movie is a work of comic genius so masterfully realised it's probably impossible to top. All at once, the film is unpredictable, gloriously offensive, and above all, hysterical - like Python at their best.

I won't spoil all the fun, but even when Borat is French-kissing his sister in the opening minutes, it's impossible not to like him. Maybe it's got something to do with his mo. Sexy time.

Sacha Baron Cohen apparently takes six weeks to grow his Borat moustache and, as he's a naturally hirsute guy, it's certainly a full and fearsome facial accoutrement.

But Movember is upon us, and that's only a month, so one can safely assume that the Bo-Mo for Mo Bros is out of reach.

Nevertheless, it's the thought that counts in Movember, which is raising funds for prostate cancer research and Beyond Blue, the national depression initiative.

Last year at about this time, I wrote of Movember and how the event has more significance than it realises. Depression is a growing problem for the men of Australia, while diseases such as prostate and testicular cancer, which affect only men, don't get the press attained by their female counterparts.

To be frank - but not insensitive to her troubles - as an example, Kylie Minogue sells more mags than Lance Armstrong.

But what does the mo tell you about the man, besides that he may have a side-career in porn?

I could be wrong, but many men grow a mo just to show they can do it. There are blokes out there, and I include myself in this sorry bunch, who can't muster up the moustache magic.

'Ello Pecia! Try as we might, a few wisps of bum fluff scattered like landmines across the face do not facial hair make.

A 'tache, or for that matter, a pair of chin-straps, a Fu-Manchu or even a goatee, sends out to the opposite sex a shot across the bow that seems to say: "I'm hairy, even

a little bit scary, but I'm certainly no fairy".

It's fun to experiment. You don't have to be the walrus (coo-coo ca choo) or the bushranger, when a little tickler or pencil is so much easier and quicker. Best of all, a moustache can be a brilliant accessory for getting through those awkward moments in life.

Even when not paying attention, twirling a handlebar moustache while someone prattles on in conversation gives an air of thoughtfulness, as if you're contemplating your next big move and giving good regard to their opinion.

A moustache can give the impression you're good at cricket. It's also a malleable decoration - a moustache can make you the Blokiest Bloke on Bloke Street this side of the Bloke Stump, or, complemented with a leather item, can easily endear you to the Bear set. It's all up to you.

Which brings us to the women who are into that kind of thing. They like their men with hair apparent, and love a brush with gravel rash.

The current triumph of the 'tache is, more than anything, a rebuke to the SNAGism of the '90s, and its latest incarnation, metrosexuality.

Who needs to prove you're a man by buying expensive clothes and getting in touch with your feminine side, when the masculine side is simply gagging for it?

The mo is cheap, fun, and a real conversation starter. Women have long been told: "If you've got it, flaunt it." So why shouldn't us blokes use what we have to put bums on seats? We have hair everywhere, sometimes in places we don't want it, but if we can wrangle some 'tache topiary on our top lip, why not? Jagshemash!
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AUSTRALIA - put your genitals away. First, we had the turkeyslap.

That now looks tame in comparison to the ARIAs, which had Axle "pulling a Whitehead" while up on stage. Being on TV is a privilege, not a right.

How is it that Johnny Knoxville, John Butler and Midnight Oil were on stage and yet the most talked-about incident came from a former Australian Idol contestant? I don't mind controversy - I do mind when it's dumb. At least it trumped Human Nature as the most offensive act of the night.
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ENOUGH with the new technologically advanced bras!

Ever since the Wonderbra, we've pump bras, brassieres that heat up at the touch of a button, and this week, a bra that can also turn into a shopping bag.

The only thing men want to know about bras is can they be taken off? Yes? No more questions, Your Honour.
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THE scent of a woman is a powerful thing.

It creates an indelible sense memory.

If I smell someone wearing the same perfume as an old flame, memories come flooding back immediately, like when you hear an old song on the radio and you recollect the first time you heard it.

Of course this can get confusing when your mother decides to switch brands and suddenly has the same aroma as an ex - you need hours of therapy after that.

The celebrity fragrance is the new black. Every star has one. Madonna, Britney, Kylie, even Hilary. Duff, not Clinton (if the former First Lady did have a scent, it may be the smell of victory come 2008).

For the famous, the fragrance is a status symbol. Only a few guys have their own cologne, among them David Beckham, Michael Jordan and Enrique Iglesias.

But for men, cologne is just something painful to slap on your face post-shave. I'm sure that the painting The Scream is merely a portrait of Munch applying some Brut33.

For a man, the perfume purchase for a partner is a tricky prospect. For one, there's the tentative walk into the front of Myer. It's an intimidating journey - let's face it, they've got more front than Myer.

You'll find a similar experience at David Jones as well. It's a whole new world in there.

When a fresh-faced young bloke casually saunters in the general area of one of the counters, the beautiful perfume ladies spritz and swarm like sharks around a bucket of chum. He's an easy sale because, a) he has no idea what he's looking for; and b) he wants to get the hell outta Dodge before he's spotted by someone he knows.

The gentleman buyer is immediately on the back foot, he knows nothing and is obviously suspicious because suddenly stunning women are choosing to talk to him, offering alcohol instead of making him buy it for them in some bar somewhere.

The problem with the star scent is its availability depends on the heat of the fame.

Once the buzz subsides, the sales drop. You'll find J-Lo's fragrance in the bargain bin if you look hard enough. That's a tricky thing if you depend on a certain bouquet to complement and enhance your sex appeal. I haven't been able to find refills for my Stephen Dorff cologne for some time now.

And while I'm down there, what's the rumpus on celebrity lingerie? The pretence with this modern phenomenon is every girl will look like Kylie if she only wears her brand of knickers. Newsflash: men are usually so grateful to see a woman in her underwear - any underwear - they rarely notice.

Not to suggest that I don't like lingering at lingerie, but it's safe to say it's probably superfluous.

Fragrance and lingerie is a particularly female industry.

Like most enterprises whose demographic is almost solely feminine, i.e. magazines and cosmetics, it's also totally unnecessary.

Men don't care that a woman smells good, really, it's just something that helps to close the deal. And as for ladies' underwear, we're only really pleased when it's lying on the floor. The Bridget Jones film has the lock on this: Bridget was mortified that she was wearing her Nanna-pants, while the Hugh Grant character couldn't really care less.

Katie Holmes this week famously spent $US3000 on lingerie. Hmmm. As if that's going to matter to Tom when it comes to the proceedings of the wedding night.

Saucy lingerie exists merely as a fantasy and not much else.

The promise is better than the reality. When a relationship truly kicks in, when there's washing to be done and hung out on the line, it eventually evolves into the same everyday-style undergarment.

It's only exciting to look at the first time, and after that it could be a huge thumping pair of long-johns for all we care.

Blokes are the ones who need help with their jocks and overall odour.

Downstairs it's briefs all the way. My chosen scent? Avon Racecar, of course. Strictly for the palindromic value.
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THIS month, with Pearl Jam, U2 and Kylie doing the rounds, the live music dollar is drier than ever around town.

Adelaide could very easily be the Seattle or Dublin of Australia.

It's a tired argument, but U2 and Pearl Jam wouldn't be where they are without homegrown support. Why not spend less on the ticket price and support some of our local bands?
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THE disturbing footage of Michael Richards in an obscene racist rant while on stage at a comedy club that virally swept the internet and made headlines this week is less an illustration of ugly racism than it is white-hot anger.

There's no question that his tirade was racist in the extreme, but rage was the root cause. Who knows what Richards is angry at?

The heckler? Personal issues?

The fact that he's struggled to find a second wind in his career while the other core members of the Seinfeld cast have gone on to other projects?

Richards is a dynamic performer, to be sure, and a funny guy, but he played Kramer too well: now the Fonzie of the '90's is a millstone around his neck - hell, it's a millobelisk.

Every man is a dormant volcano of fury.

In times before therapy, we would sate our bloodlust hunting for food.

Before we civilised the New World, in Deadwood days, we'd call our foe out and duel with our six-guns.

Later on, in nancier times, we would slap a chap in the face with our glove and demand satisfaction.

Now we can't get none, and the cracks are starting to show.

If there's pus about, we need to get it out.

For instance, road rage is an ugly but understandable phenomenon.

There's a lot more traffic on the road than there used to be: this is one of my own little facts I know to be true without the burden of research.

But a drive into the city that used to take me 30 minutes now takes 50.

I don't know if it's something to do with more cars or more restrictions on speed and vehicle flow, but all I do know is that guy trying to get in my lane from the side street has another think coming.

Isn't that a weird thing?

And I turn into something of a class warrior on the road. I won't let in 4WDs or expensive cars, but if there's a motorist in a vehicle of a humble budget (read: bomb), then he's absolutely allowed to merge in front of me because, I figure, he probably has enough trouble.

I don't know where that strange rule comes from in my brain - I guess some fool anger at some supposed injustice. I don't get it, either, but suddenly I feel like the Bono of the highway.

It's petty, but that's about as irate as I get when the race car in my head goes into the red - some passive-aggressiveness behind the wheel and my demons are exorcised.

Men probably have more to worry about now than they ever did. Houses are way more expensive than they used to be.

There's a password for everything. Plus that punk rocker song is annoying.

But somewhere in the push for a more sensitive male species we've suppressed our natural desire for a donnybrook and sacrificed an intrinsic and honest part of our personalities. Oh, yeah - we're mad as hell and we're gonna take some more, it looks like.

But nice has a price, and that price is a hair-trigger set to go off as soon as there's a kink in the garden hose.

See - Russell Crowe doesn't scare me: for good or for bad, he's transparent in his emotions and you always know where he stands. The quiet ones are the ones to watch, say, like Matt Damon, who's one of the most polite men you could ever meet, but on the flipside you know that kung-fu fighting Bourne act had to come from somewhere.

Looking back in anger is far more unhealthy than getting in the rage cage and having a cathartic purge.

The upside of anger is that it releases stress, while hanging on to hang-ups creates tension and overall belly-fire.

But the trick is in knowing how and when to unload without affecting others - it could be on a video game, diary or trusted friend, or just a lowly-paid hotel clerk who looks as though he wouldn't object to a phone thrown at his face.

Oh well, as Kramer said: "Here's to feeling good all the time."
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MAGIC can be tragic, but it's bigger than ever.

David Blaine just completed a new stunt. The Prestige, a labyrinthine tale of two competing illusionists, is one of the best films of the year.

And in his ode to the art of picking up, The Game, Neil Strauss teaches the insecure single man the best icebreaker when on the prowl is to impress a young lady with some sleight of hand, as if his Johnson is magic all of a sudden.

From the beautiful assistants to the disturbing affection for capes, magic is a male domain.

As The Prestige illustrates, it's a lifestyle that demands obsession, much like sport, comedy or music. Those at the top of the game live a life of duality where, for these men, the tenets of family and love pale in significance to the recognition of peers and the faceless adulation of the crowd. And for some reason, magic is, and always will be, a turn-on.

Somewhere between the billowy clothing and foppish hand flourishes apparently lies the key to sexual attraction.

Women seem to be drawn to the mystical power of the unknown, intent on unlocking the secret to the trick and the man behind it. It's one of the great cons of all time: some misdirection, the power of suggestion and a couple of speedy moves and suddenly you can't believe your eyes, all explained with one word - magic. I don't mean to sound ornery. Obviously it is an art, one that continues to confound and entertain me, despite my healthy cynicism.

Copperfield made the Statue of Liberty disappear. And he can fly. David Blaine has managed to create a new kind of magic - acts of illusion perceived to be feats of endurance.

It all makes the old rabbit-out-of-the-hat move look a bit lame. So no wonder the supermodels are lined up.

For mine, I always enjoy a dab of irony with my illusion. Magicians like Ricky Jay and Penn & Teller understand that modern audiences are willing to be bamboozled but savvy enough that they can live with a few metaphoric curtains being pulled back here and there.

Sometimes the mastery behind the trick is better than the trick itself. Hey, that's entertainment. The inept magician is a thing of beauty - take GOB from TV's Arrested Development . He's one of the best TV characters ever: the perfect mix of insecurity and ego. We can't help but laugh out loud when pennies instead of doves emerge from his sleeves in the middle of a grand finale.

As a magician, he's unsuccessful, but he does it to score the babes. All blokes have a similar act; it might not be magic we're peddling but we are performing.

The aforementioned Strauss believes a few tricks up the sleeve can transform an ice queen into a purring kitten.

The theory is that whenever a woman is taken aback by something she can't understand, the man has the upper (sleight of) hand. So women are now faced with a new type of game-player in the nightclub or pub, one that can make beer coasters vanish.

Fantastic - as if the average schmoe armed only with a good personality and kind heart have nothing else to compete with: Houdini's on the prowl. I can guarantee the most impressive trick the gamers can pull off is to disappear minutes after reaching their goal and then magically evaporate the young lady's phone number.

Not to overstate the allusions to the illusionists, but when it comes to women, all men are magicians. Really, we only show what we want others to see, and it's only once you become part of the inner circle that all the secrets are revealed.

There's magic in every man, but we're at our best when we do away with the smoke and mirrors - and be ourselves.
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GUYS - the message this summer from women on the beach is: Speedo? Speedon't.

The debate between boardies and banana hammocks flares like a chafing thigh every hot season. The former has the runs on the board in the swimwear department: they're unrestrictive, convenient and comfortable - hell, it almost feels like you're wearing nothing at all.

The ones who wear them have no complaints - all the gripes are coming from the innocent bystanders.

Board shorts offer the wearer an opportunity to tart about their particular look and leave more to the imagination. In short, you know the budgie is being smuggled, but you can't tell if it's been debeaked.

For mine, the golden age of male swimwear was the '80s, when a humble pair of household scissors could turn a normal pair of Smile Jeans into snazzy poolwear. This was the only time I ever wore Speedos, when I was a young boy.

And unless you're an Olympic swimmer, perhaps childhood is where they should stay. The thing was, when I was a kid board shorts weren't really an option. You had to wear the nugget hug-it for swimming class, much to the giggles of the girls in school, like it or lump it (no pun intended).

Without going into too much detail, let's just say that pre-pubescent boys in a mankini and members of the opposite sex in close proximity aren't the best mix. I was scarred. From that point on, I was a T-shirt and shorts man at the beach.

Board shorts may leave you with tan lines, but how often do men wear short shorts? Even Warwick Capper wouldn't be seen dead in them any more.

But the frightening thing is that fashion repeats itself, and in the still of the night I often wake up with a chilly shudder down my spine when I realise that just like the moustache and the mullet, the mini-shorts for men could well be on the comeback some dark day soon.

From the long-johns and boater hats adorned by men in black and white days to the revealing Borat lollybag, men have always been in a tizz when it comes to swimwear.

For just a few minutes we go through exactly the same body issues women seem to have all the time. Granted, they're rather small potatoes as compared to the female internal bikini-vs-one-piece dialogue, but it's not the size of the potatoes that counts. Is it?

One of the more confounding trends on European beaches has men in nothing more than a g-string. Europe is one of those places where they're either one step ahead or one step behind, but whatever it is the one place you don't want to be is a step behind a thug in a thong. Not a good view.

Another danger of the sausage-sling is that as soon as the swimmer comes in contact with a powerful wave, he can suffer a wardrobe malfunction the likes of which would put Janet Jackson to shame.

What do you expect when so much is jammed into a tight space with nothing but a flimsy drawstring to hold the whole shebang together?

Sometimes the scariest kinds of white pointers in the water this summer aren't fish. One of these episodes and they vow to never again be in a position where the mouse can get out of the house. Sober, at least.

It's a great con. The ads show a toned Adonis with hands on hips, facing the harsh Australian sun armed with nothing more than a Spinal Tap armadillo downstairs and abs you can knock on. Cut to the reality: men in their 50s with too much gut overhang and a wedgie that's just this side of atomic.

But who am I to judge?

Wear what you want in the water this summer. Just bear in mind while your lunch may be safely packed, we're losing ours.
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ARE the brothers really gonna work it out? It's always refreshing to hear from the Gallaghers to put one's own family dysfunction into perspective.

These are two guys who make the Menendez brothers look well-adjusted.

Noel was on our shores this week revealing it's been months since he's spoken to Liam. No surprises, really. Theirs is a combative relationship of co-dependence: Noel needs Liam to be the gimmicky mascot of his group, and Liam needs Noel to write the songs to snarl his tongue around.

It's easy to understand how brothers can stop talking to each other.

The relationship is so deep they either feel no need to apologise, or the hurt is so impossibly impenetrable they can't bring themselves to forgive. There's no doubt there'd be a deep, unspoken love and respect between the two, but can the Gallaghers go on like this? No way, sis.

Now, I have two beautiful sisters, one older and one younger, and I couldn't ask for more supportive and sensitive siblings. But they have their secret sisters' business which I'll never be a part of. I guess what I'm saying is: now and again it would be nice to have someone I could punch in the arm as hard as I possibly can before laughing about it, sharing a beer and questioning his sexuality.

But it's all swings and roundabouts. I probably have a more healthy feminine side, but I'm less calloused to deadlegs.

That's what brothers are, right? They know all your stuff, and they're more than willing to call you out if you start laying on the bull.

There's no lying about how much you earn or what you honestly think of other people.

It doesn't matter how old you get, there's still those bunk-bed politics whenever you get together, that simple look from brother-to-brother that says "you'd better tell me the truth or it's a nipple-cripple Christmas for you".

The Gallagher brothers seem to be that way. They might be cracking the sads now, but when it comes time to lay down another record-that-wasn't-as-good-as-the-first-one, they'll be there for each other.

Growing up, I occasionally wished for a brother, as young boys spending hours with Mum in fabric shops do. Someone who could distract me from comic books and comedy albums with healthy games of cricket and footy. I didn't realise it at the time, but my prayers were answered, in the form of brothers from other mothers: friends, cousins, and, later on, a great brother-in-law.

A brother is someone who you know is in your corner, for wrong or for right. Brothers who can work together are doubly blessed.

One only needs to look at the film community to see the synergy of siblings in full-flight: the Coens, Molloys, Wachowskis, Farrellys, Weitzes, Zuckers and Jacobsons.

With their work we see the voice of two spoken as one - an illustration of the fact brothers have their own language, a blood shorthand. To make my point stronger, I'll leave out the Wayans and Estevezes. Then there's the brotherly sporting combinations, like the Waughs, Lees and Williams sisters.

But any intimate relationship also has a foundation of openness and, men being the physical, hot-tempered types we are, even the closest of bonds can come unstuck with violence and anger.

Which all brings us back to the aforementioned men from Manchester, who I'm sure aren't the only brothers on the outs at the moment.

"Maybe you two would be better pursuing solo careers" - Bernard King said that, on some episode of Pot Luck.

If the only thing standing in the way of brotherly love is some music and all the demons fame and success carries with it, surely family comes first?

The relationships we have with our siblings are usually the longest we'll have in our lives. It would be horrible to realise it wasn't long enough to make amends.

You don't need music to make a band of brothers.
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STOP messing with Farmers Union Iced Coffee!

I looked the other way when they tweaked the classic logo of my favourite drink, but now there's Light and Strong flavour.

It's "it's a Farmers Union Iced Coffee or it's nothing." Not "it's a Farmers Union Iced Coffee, or it's a Farmers Union Iced Coffee Light or a Farmers Union Iced Coffee Strong or it's nothing."

What's next? Farmers Union Essence of Star of Anise Iced Coffee?
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YES, men, there are some good sorts among us. And, while there may be the odd chink in the armour, in general we're doing all right.

But there are a few in this man's world who deserve special mention. A few good men who can hold their head up proudly and say they gave it their all.

First, we acknowledge the efforts of two men leaving their profession at the top of their game: Ian Thorpe and Shane Warne.

To retire at an age when most of us are starting out, having realised every dream is a phenomenal thing. And then, on top of that, imagine attempting to focus when the spotlight is on you and gossip is in top gear.

Thorpey's feats in the pool are just the first chapter in an amazing life: we haven't heard the last from him.

If Thorpe is an example of how to compartmentalise the private and professional lives, then Warne is the cautionary tale. Here's a man who can't seem to exist happily unless he's on the pitch. But we know the story: he is a man of duality, remarkable to watch and frustrating to watch come undone.

He was a revelation to the game, and it won't seem like the same sport without him.

And on sport, how about the Australian World Cup soccer team? Australians will always hold them in our hearts, even though we may not fully understand the game. More so than any Cup glory, perhaps that is their greatest triumph: turning an entire nation on to a sport previously in the shadows.

Bono and Al Gore. Sorry, it's the law for end-of-year lists.

As comedian Norm McDonald said, "43 is pretty old for a Crocodile Hunter".

It's intended as a joke, but it's a good point. What a full life Steve Irwin had. He took on everything with passion, living the adventures the little boy in all of us can only dream about. Even if you didn't care about his environmental crusades, he delivered a big message: do something you love and you never have to work a day in your life. Plus he did it in shorts.

It was the year of YouTube, almost putting real TV out of commission. The age-twentysomething guys who created it made out like bandits, selling it for $US1.65 billion to Google. But it has also given a platform for every webcammer performing a bad impression of Napoleon Dynamite. Note: it's a website, not your mirror.

Why is the phrase "Aussie battler" a punchline? It's a moniker that should be worn with pride. This nation was developed and still runs on manual labour.

The hours are long, the thanks are scarce and the risk is high. Just ask Todd Russell and Brant Webb, two poster boys for the Aussie spirit if there ever were.

Now that the news crews have left, we've changed the channel and Beaconsfield is back in business, they're still left with the tragedy of a fallen mate, Larry Knight, and the trauma of their ordeal.

There's no finer celebration of the gentle giant than Kenny. It's a film which goes to show that even the humblest of stories can be grander than any overblown Hollywood epic.

Kenny is a delight, daring to prove there is a quiet dignity in an honest day's work.

But if there is one hero for men this year it is Borat. He is everyman - we all love table tennis, we're all searching for a woman with plough experience, we're all in love with Pamela Anderson, and we've all wrestled a fat naked man in the middle of a hand-party.

Borat was the best comedy of the year, and offered great dating advice: any girl could be yours - all you need is a moustache and a marriage sack.

So there we are, gents. We've conducted ourselves admirably in 2006. Oh sure, thanks to Big Brother and Dick Cheney, we've had turkey slaps and turkey shoots go wrong, but our entire species can't be blamed for a few bad eggs who haven't got control of their weapons.

A round of applause, if you will, for The Men of the Year.
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A FRIEND informed me of a cheap way to keep cool this summer: download Google Earth.

It provides satellite images of the whole world, including your suburb and street.

You can zoom in and look into your back yard and the yards of your neighbours.

But how does it keep you cool?

Easy. Simply find the nearest neighbour with a pool and let the summer suck-up begin.
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IN the week after Christmas, most women are interested in the sales. Many men, however, prefer the sails.

It's stocktake season, and Dollar Dazzlers and Red Spot Specials are attracting a feeding-frenzy of shoppers like it's chum in the water.

And right about now, hundreds of rich blokes are getting out of their yachts and knots, and nursing their bruises after the Sydney to Hobart. Either way, it's a good time to batten down the hatches a little.

Now, I'm no salty sea dog. To me "swabbing the deck" just sounds like a dirty euphemism.

I hardly know my tack from my taffy or my mizzen from my mast. I know next to nothing about sailing: in short, I'm Tony Bullimore.

Sailing is a thrill unlike any other (read: I blagged my way on to a yacht once).

At once engaging with and taking on nature, to stand on a boat with the sun in your face and the wind acting as your propeller is one of the finest experiences life has to offer.

The skilled men and women of yachting crews have one of the best jobs in the world.

To win the Sydney to Hobart is an astonishing achievement, but just to complete the race is a feat in itself.

Watching the teams in action, working as one to wrangle some use out of the wind, commands attention. At their journey's end, their joy is justified and their champagne is deserved.

But who among us really understands the victory of a yachting race? It's an expensive sport, a country-club hobby usually only enjoyed by the rich.

So when we see our favourites triumph, we don't get excited in the way we do when Warney takes a wicket or Barry Hall kicks a goal (if memory serves).

That's because we've all experienced the excitement of backyard cricket or taking a fluky mark when kicking the ball around with our mates. In the tiniest way, we can at least relate. Soccer is the most popular sport in the world because it's easy and cheap to play - there are no class boundaries.

Young round-the-world sailor Jesse Martin was the best thing to happen to yachting in a long time. At last, someone proved this was something that could be done, without millions of dollars and a team of yes-men behind the scenes.

His everyman quality and determination turned people on to sailing because they thought to themselves: "Even I could be like Jesse Martin!"

Celebrating the sport of yachting is much like the way we appreciate Formula One: we get a sense of how tough it is but it's out of the reach of most. We admire it from afar because that's all we can do.

Other sports have beer sponsorship - the Sydney to Hobart is brought to us by the good people at Rolex. It's hardly speaking to the heartland, is it?

They're not bringing out a talking Lexcen or Bond to pop on the top of the telly, are they?

Yachting is one of the classic sports. For the most part, it's still the same now as it was in the past. But in many ways its appeal has become even more selective. A sport that cannot translate effectively to television in this day and age is a sport in decline.

The pace seems slow, and TV fails to convey the size of the waves and unpredictability of the ocean. So often the only footage we see of yachting is the misadventures along the way.

We might feel bad for a sunken boat, but we're certainly not going to cry the way some Aussies did when we bounced out of the World Cup.

To us, it's just another millionaire losing another of his toys. It's a heartbreaker, but what the heck? There's insurance, and, besides, it is just a thing, not a person. It comes with the territory, doesn't it?

Nevertheless, this year's Sydney to Hobart has again illustrated the dangers and dramas of the high seas, and the daring of the crews. When the sea is angry, it fights dirty, and man rarely stands a chance. marslandr@adv.newsltd.com.au
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THIS is a man's world, James Brown said. Well, it was his world and we're all just visiting.

I was lucky enough to see Mr Dynamite live about 10 years ago and he really was the Hardest Working Man in Show Business.

And so fi nally, the cape will stay on, but there's a small part of me that hopes he'll still throw it off one last time.
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A GOOD friend of mine recently revealed he's been looking for love online.

Or, to quote him exactly, he's in "babes up to his bottom lip".

I couldn't be happier for him, seeing as how he's experiencing a drought that would make the dustiest farmer feel like a whinger. His catchment area just desperately needed a few inches is all.

Internet romance is no longer where singles go to die. It was formerly perceived - incorrectly - as a meat-market of desperado freaks and geeks with interests in classical music and barefoot walks along the beaches of South Gondor.

Now dating websites are a big business and everyone is getting their freak on while getting their log on. They're more popular than the classifieds, and thanks to the worldwide reach of the web, the clientele are in larger numbers than the local introduction agency.

But why have attitudes changed? Perhaps it's just another example of the internet becoming our first-stop go-to for everything in our lives - shopping, travel, and now, finding a soulmate. Just like buying concert tickets or checking email, maybe that "click" is really just a click away.

According to my friend, one of the great positives of internet dating is the method of wooing.

Chatting online takes the visual element out of the equation somewhat. It's not like a singles bar - you can do well even when you're not looking your best.

Try getting in to a nightclub wearing only your ugg boots, underpants and your Year 12 jumper with all the students' names on the back. That's a long cab ride home.

In the early ice-breaking, getting-to-know-you chit-chat, there's just a headshot. Webcamming may come later, but for the time being, as witty repartee is dialogued back and forth over the screen in spirited sentiments, it's all about personality. Sure, there might be some Cyrano over their shoulder helping out, but it's the closest to Heloise and Abelard many of us may get.

On the flipside, web dating also opens the door to every Leisure Suit Larry with a line in bullspit who doesn't mind the odd lie here or there.

Now, we all like to bend the truth a little or hide certain things to make ourselves sound more desirable during the courting process, but so much of our communication is non-verbal, such as body language and eye-contact and so forth.

Singles with debatable scruples don't mind being creative with their profiles on the net.

She's imagining Jamie Foxx, when he probably looks more like Jamie Farr.

Web dating is a volume business. Out of 10 dates, one might be promising. As exhausting as that sounds, it at least keeps the singles involved "date-fit", in a constant state of preparedness that arms them with the street smarts it can take to get through an awkward encounter intact. Their conversation topics are familiar, but not rehearsed, they know what they're looking for, and if things aren't going well, they have all the excuses locked and loaded.

It's almost a professional way to date, but a quick game is a good game. And, even if there's no spark, you've made a new friend who has other friends who could be perfect for you.

Of course, there are the train-wrecks you hear of in the news. Just a few years ago a young chap in France was eagerly awaiting, for a first date, the arrival of a mystery woman he had been getting quite hot `n' heavy with on the internet, when in walked his mother. True story. Everybody now, sing "If you like pina coladas". Not so much a train-wreck as an Oedipus wreck.

But there are the successes as well, couples who marry or who forge long-term relationships.

As much as our obsession with the internet can isolate people from each other, it can occasionally bring us together.

In the future it may be commonplace for elderly couples to sit their grandkids on their knee and tell them the sweet tale of how Pop first saw Nanna across a crowded chat-room in the "Studs `n' Tarts" section of flirtyfishing.com. Awww.
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A QUICK plug for Every Pub Volume II from Bruce Abernethy and Chris Dittmar.

My mother gave me a signed copy for Christmas and it's a belter.

Our 617 pubs are vital to the character, history and culture of this state, and the boys have done a superb job reviewing all of them.

But, being a hard-core newsman who needs all the facts, I'll review them all myself to make sure. I'm up to my 14th pub.

Does the Mintabie Hotel serve Bacardi Breezers?
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THIS year will see Australia's biggest Baden-Powell movement ever.

It is the Centenary Year of World Scouting, and the boys and girls of scouts have already seen in the year by kicking up their heels at the jamborees.

The Australian Scout Jamboree finished on Friday, and it was apparently so good next time it will be called FIGJAM-boree.

The way things have been going, the scouts should be by the wayside now.

They could have been seen as a quaint throwback to a different time, like bowls clubs and lift attendants. A time when we had luxuries like space and time, and appreciated frivolous things like civility and the outdoors. But thankfully, there's no last boy scout yet.

I was never a scout, but as a young boy you could always pick one. They were the ones who took charge and seemed to relish an adventure.

Scouting teaches self-reliance, but encourages teamwork. It fills in the blanks for which many parents don't have time. How often do we get the chance to go on a hike? When is learning to pitch a tent coming in handy nowadays? Who needs to know how to gut fish when there's Subways everywhere? Well, there are some things Google can't teach.

Like the song says, "if you wanna grow up to be a big, big man, you gotta get a little dirt on your hands, boy".

In the opening minutes of Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade, the young scout Indy (River Phoenix), snatches away an archaeological treasure from a greedy explorer, is pursued on his horse before jumping on to a moving train, fending off circus rhinos, snakes and lions and making off with the booty for the museum (which is then snatched back, but that doesn't really help my point).

Just like the ad used to say, "fair dinkum - scouts can do anything!" And they can. Notable former scouts include prime ministers, athletes, and businessmen.

Keith Conlon was a scout. I find that easy to believe. There's a man who explores the state with the same wide-eyed sense of wonderment he probably had on his first hike.

Peter Garrett's passion for the environment and justice was possibly (in part) inspired by his scouting days. JFK was a scout, as was Bill Gates, a man so keen on helping he devoted an entire section to it on his computer programs.

Sure, Clippy the paper clip is annoying, but at least he's doing his good deed for the day. Richard Dean Anderson was a scout, too. That's MacGyver, people! Where do you think he learned all those skills to MacGyverize the world?

My father was a scout, and his childhood copy of a Baden-Powell scout book makes for interesting reading.

The philosophies are still important today.

According to the promise, the Aussie Scout is meant to be trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, cheerful, considerate, thrifty, courageous, respectful and care for the environment.

There is something to be said for showing kids that there's more to life than a glowing screen. Until the talkback hosts get their way and national service is reinstated, scouts seem like a nice compromise.

Sometimes a good dose of recklessness is all a young boy or girl needs to instil confidence and inspire an imagination.

Scout numbers have gone up in Australia, and it's no wonder.

There's a giant waterslide at jamboree. They get to smash old cars and help fly a light aeroplane. There's even something called "bogan karaoke". Where do I sign up?

Obviously, the scouts have had to shake things up to stay relevant and hold interest.

Footage of the jamboree looked more like a concert at Schoolies than more buttoned-down gatherings of old.

And the beauty of it all is the scouts do all their own cooking and cleaning.

There's still discipline, but not enough to kill the spirit.

Yes, theirs is the earth and everything that's in it.

The scouts are still as strong as a double-granny knot.
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ENOUGH talk about Shane and Simone Warne getting back together!

They either will, or they won't, and it's none of our business really.

If his past indiscretions mean anything, Shane may get back into married life purely so Lara Bingle will start calling him.
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HOW about this Bingle backlash? She went from "where the bloody hell are you" to "where the bloody hell is she not?" in the blink of an eye.

Word has it she's even being replaced by Bindi Irwin in our international tourism campaigns. But, just quietly, I think Bindi's had some work done.

Lara Bingle has been cast as something of a femme fatale recently, almost as if having her around any attached male can only be bad hoodoo.

If the stories are to be believed, her charisma is some sort of tractor-beam that can drag any man towards her, the beauty of her face and the athleticism of her body matched only by her sex appeal. That could be true, and on behalf of all men, let's hope it is.

But how is it Lara is getting all the heat and we miss the real point? The men involved are professional jocks.

Am I breaking any news by revealing many successful sportsmen treat fidelity like an annoying impediment of their own fame? And it's not just the ones who get caught.

Partners of footballers and cricketers need to form their own tribunal, with punishment being a swift and severe sexual lockout for a few weeks, less for minor malfeasances. Having said that, there are certain women who can be dangerous.

I'm talking here of the man-eaters who may not necessarily court male attention but receive it through no fault of their own.

Women tend to view other beautiful women with suspicion, but the ones who are naturally flirty are probably more of a threat.

You know the types - the ones who have just a few too many male friends and moan about how one of them has "the wrong idea".

There are many women who are blessed with good looks but still seem clumsy in their dialogues with men.

Often the ladies who other women most suspect aren't the snakes in the grass.

From interviews I've seen, Nicole Kidman is the best example of this. Sure, she's stunning and a dynamite actor, but in the one-on-one situation she's a delicate petal. She has feminine wiles, but no idea how to use them: Cold Mountain could be her nickname.

Many models tell the story of being unpopular in their teens because they were the tallest person in school, and no boys asked them out. If American Pie proved anything, it's the one that no one suspects - the homely girl in band camp.

These are the women who, either through nature or nurture, know how to talk to men and have more sass than class.

Confidence is an attractive virtue and ladies with the complete package are the ones to watch. They're the ones who'll intrigue your man, pique his interest, and the next thing you know he's Fred MacMurray in Double Indemnity.

In this way, Angelina Jolie, Scarlett Johansson, and (it seems) Ms Bingle are the best illustrations.

To reiterate, they have no idea of their power, but they have it in spades. To be a passionate, strong woman is by no means a crime. But in the female gender, where they're always ready to take down a few of their own, it may as well be.

Obviously it takes two to tango and for some reason attached men are more attractive to the opposite sex.

Simply by virtue of being married, the bloke is looked on by women as not being afraid of commitment and, in short, possessing something that's made at least one want to call him their own.

Yes, the femme fatale is something to be feared by the female community. But it's important to differentiate calculating ones from those who know not what they do.

Some women tend to treat every other woman as a threat, and in many ways this is one of the Achilles heels of the sisterhood.

The only person a lady should be watching is her own man.

If he's a good sort, any femme worth her fatale will move on to the next one double-quick if he doesn't seem malleable to her witchy ways.
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THE great Aussie man's workboot, the Blundstone, is moving production from its home in Hobart to India and Thailand.

What a blow. My Blunnies have been serving me well since my uni days: they're an institution.

So - let me get this straight - we're losing the Blundstones, but we're keeping those annoying "Crocs" clogs? OK, just checking.

Bravo, indeed.
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DOWN with upskirting and down with downblousing!

By far one of the creepiest new crimes, an upskirter has been jailed for sly cameraphone snaps of several women. But now there's "downblousing". In my day we were happy with just a sneak peek at cleavage and shining our shoes.
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IN the boys' club, we don't see cigars so much as a luxury as a birthright. That is, something we like to do not just when a birth has gone right.

In the arena (now smokefree) of public opinion, as smoking becomes the snuff of the 21st century, for some reason cigars are still seen as a tolerable social vice. They're no longer perceived as solely the status symbol of the male, the moneyed and the scholarly.

Cigars are now enjoyed by the most unlikely of people: everyone from billionaire athletes to interns in the Oval Office likes to indulge in a big fat stogie every now and then.

Just the topic of smoking is enough to get many danders up, so let's just get this out the way. Yes, secondhand cigar smoke is more overpowering than its other tobacco cousins, thicker and more pungent. And no, smoking cigars isn't necessarily safer than cigarettes.

I'm all for smoking bans in most public places. Nevertheless, we are living in a society and it's the little differences in each other that make life so dang interesting, don't you think? There's only one thing more obnoxious than cigarette smoke and that's people who complain about cigarette smoke, so I won't be that guy.

For many, it's a defining accessory. Some see the cigar as shorthand for success - "come in here, dear boy, have a cigar, you're gonna go far".

Think Churchill, Schwarzenegger and Clinton - the cigar is key to their image. It denotes flamboyance and a laid-back vibe, as if all the stresses of leading the world's biggest economies ain't a drag as long as you can have one.

In the world of comedy, particularly vaudeville, comedians like Groucho Marx and George Burns saw them as vital tools for their craft.

The cigar not only conveyed an unflappable demeanour, it also served as a stopwatch, as if puffing once or twice after a punchline was the appropriate unit of time measurement before continuing on to the next joke.

For my money, the guy who made the cigar the coolest was Peter Falk as Columbo, but that's a me thing. Kramer continued the tradition in Seinfeld, but it was never fully explained how he could afford such an expensive vice when he had no steady employment.

Then there are the ladies who don't mind a suck on a stogie.

These women are few and far between: not many of the fairer sex have the palate for the sometimes overwhelming punch of cigar smoke.

A woman smoking a cigar is less a treat for the smoker than it is for any men watching with a healthy imagination.

Prominent female cigar-lovers are more than aware of the suggestiveness of the cigar, and have been photographed accordingly. Somehow women who smoke cigars look like they could be powerful in the boardroom and in the bedroom, as if they could fire you or fling you.

Demi Moore, Sharon Stone, Claudia Schiffer and Madonna (who reportedly loves one while making breakfast) have appropriated the ultimate symbol of the man's world and feminised it, and on behalf of all men, we say thank you for smoking.

But why is it that we men like to unwind or celebrate with a good cigar?

It's no mistake that the two occasions on which stogies are usually sparked are the poker night and on the birth of a child.

In both cases, it's to express enthusiasm for being a man. It's a rite of passage, a shoot-your-cuffs moment when a bloke can rejoice in his own masculinity.

So often men have guilt awaiting them at every turn. Every time a stubbie is opened or a groin is scratched, the storm clouds hover and a furrowed brow glowers at us from a sister, mother or partner.

A cigar is loud and proud, more ostentatious than a cigarette but not as cravat-y as the pipe. They smell bad and they taste good, but the main reason we like them is because we know almost every woman in the world hates them so much.

Do I encourage it? Hardly, but life is for living and everything's bad for something. Smoke 'em if you got 'em.



Mail Men Tales from a man's world Super size me, please
RICHARD MARSLAND
741 words

4 February 2007

Sunday Mail
1 - State

106

English

Copyright 2007 News Ltd. All Rights Reserved

WHERE have all the heroes gone? Well, they're not too hard to find at the moment.

The TV show Heroes is the latest in a long roll call of our obsession with the superhero.

Somewhere in the past few years they made the leap (in a single bound) from the obsession of boys and young men to the thing of mainstream entertainment. Faster than-you-know-what, they went from geek to chic. Or, if you will, from Clark Kent to Superman.

The hardcore fans are fanatical about detail and will throw down a debate about their favourites at the drop of a cape. Compared with them I'm no expert so, to escape the ire of messageboard moderators everywhere, I'll leave out the esoterica and keep it light.

Besides, Kevin Smith and Quentin Tarantino probably said all this far more eloquently anyway.

The big three - Spider-Man, Superman and Batman - have always been big money-spinners in a variety of mediums. But, from a broad perspective, characters like the X-Men, Daredevil, Punisher and Hellboy had niche appeal to a wide audience, and the revival of the film genre allowed movie bosses to loosen the utility-belt straps a bit and test the public taste for these grand stories of courage and morality.

What is the appeal of the comic-book superhero, and why are men drawn to them more so than women? Well, for starters, because males are smarter than females. All hail SarcasmMan - able to spout a salty putdown from 100 yards!

But the most obvious reason is also the correct one: in comics, there are more supermen than superwomen.

There's more of a balance now, but generally this is a man's world. Even if they are fond of a leotard.

It used to be that, if a teenage boy was busted with a comic at school, he'd have the contraband seized and banished to the headmaster's office.

Now, comics seem to be more appreciated - even encouraged - as important tools in education, encouraging the hobby of reading and inspiring imaginations. They can even be used to draw adolescents into thought on world issues, the clever use of metaphor and symbolism drawing parallels on pressing problems of the day.

But, away from the grand agendas of politics, militarism and human rights, the scope of the superhero is sometimes much smaller, and more personal, and herein perhaps lies the key to the male fascination.

A mere superficial look at the subtexts of the big guns reveals all. When Peter Parker becomes Spider-Man, he grows muscles and finds confidence.

And what's that white sticky stuff he can fire off at will? You don't have to be Stan Lee to know what that's about.

His palms even grow little hairs. Join the dots.

How about the Hulk? Mild-mannered Bruce Banner one minute, seething cauldron of fury and Daddy issues the next.

We all know a guy like that. Some even like to wear little purple pants.

Superman is a more complicated character. He seems like the classic portrait of the duality of man - the unassuming drip who can go from zero to hero in a jiffy, much like those everyday lifesavers we see in the news every day - but it's easy to forget he is the real deal, while Kent is his disguise.

Maybe that's something to be said for the manner in which men are so often pigeon-holed into repressing their true selves. Is Clark Kent Superman's comment on the way in which the modern man's natural instincts are buttoned-down so tight we lose sight of our personality?

Every man feels like a housecat sometimes, and the emotionally-castrated Kent is the perfect illustration.

And as for Batman, well, he's just a flamboyant millionaire who likes to hang out with androgynous younger men at night. What's the problem?

Men are fascinated by the superhero for more than the thrilling tales of adventure and justice. They speak to us all in a very specific way about our own desires, fears and flaws.

The only problem is some of us get too into it, and have nothing but The Invisible Woman to curl up with at night.
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APPARENTLY Hugh Hefner has finally had the seven-girlfriend-itch and is settling down with just the one live-in love now.

This is a real news story in the paper this week, but I only read the article for the pictures of the Playboy models.
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THE neighbours across the road have a cat called Rocky.

It's regularly getting lost and the female owner, a delicate petal who doesn't mind having screaming matches with her boyfriend at 2am in the middle of the street (so I don't blame the cat for doing a runner), will - and this is true - frequently walk up and down yelling: "Rocky!!"

I have to bite my tongue to resist the temptation of screaming back: "Adrian!!"

Such is the influence of The Italian Stallion.

I can't run up a staircase without humming Gonna Fly Now and I sure as shinola would love to jump the counter at the butchers to pound some Southpaw magic on the carcasses in the freeze.

It's hard to imagine a man's world without Rocky.

It's the original underdog story, the original setting the template for a slew of imitations.

There have been five sequels, II and III being the best of the bunch, and the latest is being released soon.

All reports are saying Rocky is back in top-flight form. Yo.

Sure, the endless addendums to the Rocky franchise got a bit cornball, but so many forget that the original is something of a masterpiece still.

Sylvester Stallone was a struggling actor when he wrote the film, and Balboa's mixed-triumph in the ring would go on to mirror Sly's own overnight success.

He was, as Stallone himself put it, "a 20th century gladiator in sneakers".

Rocky coulda been a contender. As a younger man, he had the skills to become something special in the ring, but he went for the short-end money and started crackin' skulls for a no-good loan-shark.

We've all been in Rocky's robe before - we sometimes compromise our dreams when our confidence is shattered, and end up just doing what we have to do to survive.

But there's no real subtext to the films: Rocky is the simple tale of an everyday Joe who thought life had no surprises left for him, when suddenly he hits his number and gets his one shot at the title.

Rocky is still a relevant character for the modern male.

He may be a doltish lug, but he's pure of heart - the classic gentle giant.

How can you not love a man who buys a diamond-studded collar for his dog after his first big pay cheque?

He's the kind of guy who sees a wallflower like Adrian as a Venus, and the world needs more men like that.

If a guy like Rocky can find his place, then maybe there's hope for all of us.

There are so many pearls of wisdom in the Rocky films, it's hard to get a favourite against the ropes.

The whole debate of whether sex before a big sporting event enhances or detracts from an athlete's performance is an easy box to tick for the grizzled old trainer Mickey: "Women weaken legs!"

Looking for a few words of inspiration to motivate you on to better things? How about: "You're gonna eat lightning and crap thunder!"

We should all strive to do just that every day, even though it sounds painful and just plain hazardous to our wardrobe.

As a boxer, Rocky was almost over the hill in the original. In the new film, if the sums add up, he should be on the wrong side of 60 - the wrong side, that is, if your career involves taking body blows from large goons.

Even George Foreman backed out of his final fight at 55, and that was at the urging of his wife.

In the reality of the film, Rocky really should be selling his own Lean Mean Fat Reducing Grilling Machine, rather than having his own meat tenderised. That sounds dirty, but isn't.

What brings men back time and time again to the Rocky films (even the bad ones) is the simplicity of the man. He gets knocked down, but he gets up again. Life does that.

He may not win, but he goes the distance, proving that success isn't about being the best, but trying your best.

It's a cliche, but cliches are true.

Plus, I'm still a sucker for Eye of the Tiger.
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AW, how cute. Archaeologists have discovered the skeletons of a couple buried 5000 years ago - still spooning.

Frustrating for the male, though: apparently for 5000 years the woman has been hogging the quilt.
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NO matter how budget it gets, air travel will always be regarded as sexy.

Sure, it's no longer the gadfly-supercool way to get around it once was. In early days, it was a costly way to get around and those who worked in the industry had the status of astronauts or rock stars.

If you had a boarding pass, there was an unspoken dress code. Men wore suits and women gussied up.

Now with cut-price tickets, you're lucky if the person next to you is a person.

Grocery shopping also is sexy. Weddings are, as well as funerals (I think it's something to do with everybody being dressed up again). I won't make a stiff joke here. That would just be predictable. Someone who allegedly finds things sexier at 35,000 feet is British actor Ralph Fiennes.

Apparently it's said "Rafe", which sounds a lot classier, so from now on, I only read "Rafe" magazine for the articles, OK?

Now that all this news is in the open, can we dispense with the affectation of the pronunciation? He's a Ralph now, right alongside Ralph Malph and evil Ralph from The Sopranos.

Ralph Fiennes' alleged induction into the mile-high club is news, sure, but it always surprises me when people are surprised it goes on in a place where there's enough turbulent vibration to put a spinning washing machine to shame. I can talk, I'm still trying to break into the three-foot-high club.

More people talk about the mile-high club than actually belong to it. It goes on, but probably not as much as we'd all like to believe.

It exists less in truth than it does in urban legend and the world of movies.

Incidentally, I'm glad the mile-high club scene in the film Con Air was cut out.

For the record, I'm a big Fiennes fan. He's a central player in two of the best films of the '90s: Schindler's List and Quiz Show, and he acts the hell out of those movies. This latest incident won't ruin his reputation but nevertheless it may need a little Tarn-Off.

He's already signed up for the sequel to Snakes on a Plane.

In the grand scheme of things, who cares what and where and when someone did something with someone else someplace? For my money, if two consenting people want to engage in a little touching up before they touch down, who's it hurting?

Besides the passengers whose lives depend on the attendant for safety instructions in case the steel bird turns into a fireball, I mean?

The whole notion of the mile-high club seems to be something that appeals to men more than women. Clearly there are some ladies who are into it, but something tells me the idea of a tryst in a cramped, smelly airplane toilet doesn't exactly spell romance. It's easy to understand a happy couple in the air may want to kick off their honeymoon or romantic getaway a little earlier.

We're on holiday, we have not a care in the world, and hey, the in-flight waitresses are serving free booze, so why not?

The same sexual impulse that has caused a trifle bit of embarrassment for Ralph is the same experienced by Warney, George Michael and Bill Clinton, amongst others. It's not strange to experience it, to do so is normal and a reminder you're human, but it's the overcoming of the temptation that's the challenge. Thankfully, most attached men have the toggle switch in their brain that switches to off whenever any flirty conversation with another gets a little too fruity.

It's the voice in their head: "All right, you've had your fun, finish your drink and leave."

There's always a point, if you're spoken for, to up stumps and take your bat home.

Which isn't to say that gettin' frisky in other places besides the bedroom isn't a healthy and exciting way to spark up the sex act. Taking the task to other venues can really wild things up, whether it's in the plane toilet, car or bushwalking track.

Hell, if it wasn't for my parents buying a ticket for the Ghost Train years ago, I wouldn't be here. But that's a story for another time.
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"Come on - give us a kiss," was the voice I heard on Valentine's Day.

Unfortunately it was from my talking plastic Boony.

He's still coming out with the zingers. I'm so in love with mine I was tempted to give it a go, and I'm sure I'm not the only bloke to think that.
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FIRST, Stallone was busted for allegedly bringing steroids into the country.

Then, in the same week, the Crime and Investigation Network on Foxtel premiered the special The Man Whose Arms Exploded, the doco on the bodybuilder who bigged up himself with so much boost juice his biceps became infected.

Maybe Mel Gibson was right: the juice is responsible for many woes in the world.

Body image is a phrase that's chained to women like a pensioner in a Today Tonight story.

But look closer and you'll find many blokes in the same boat.

Some of the messages sent to young men aren't exactly positive. Have you seen a current Luke Skywalker doll? It's not just the Force that's strong with him, I'll say that much.

When I was a boy, the toy Luke Skywalkers were made exactly like Mark Hamill himself: small, wiry and set to be ignored for the next 15 years.

Whether the use and abuse of anabolic steroids in relation to bodybuilding is on the increase is up for debate, but there's no question men are faced with images of the body perfect more so these days.

Sure, some of us are in peak physical condition: muscular, chiselled and sleek, myself included, but what about the poor Depardieu-esque oaf among us?

Or the bony chap with question-mark posture and sunken chest who can barely lift a gym membership card?

It's no surprise that some muscle-bound movie stars are on the roids.

Scratch the surface of Hollywood and it's the get-thick-quick scheme preferred by many a celebrity.

The expectation of bulking up in a short time frame before an action movie where, invariably, your shirt may come off, is often so unrealistic that they're left with no real choice.

There's hundreds of millions riding on the appeal of their Adonis quality, so it's almost understandable that chemical enhancement seems the only way to go. But that doesn't make it right.

It's a controversial issue.

Many professional bodybuilders say there's no way they can compete without them. Even with the known side-effects of steroid misuse, it becomes a Catch 22. Those who want to compete clean are swayed to indulge in the juice just so they can be in the same game as those who have the unfair advantage.

The man whose arms exploded at one point had - and I quote - "the testosterone level of a 12-year-old girl, and testicles the size of peanuts". I have that now and that's without the gear.

It all seems so simple when you're a kid. Watching TV, the impression you got was that if you just ate your Nutri-Grain, you'd be Arnie in no time.

I ate a fat bowl of iron man food three times a day in my childhood, and all I got to show for it was a lactose intolerance.

One of the main selling points on the whole physical fitness thing is that it tones your body and makes you appealing to the opposite sex.

John Howard - the busiest man in the country - manages to power-walk for half an hour every day. Any takers, ladies?

I dare say roid-ragers are attractive to a very small percentage of the opposite sex.

C'mon - it's just too much. Sure, an overly muscly body can command the attention and inspire respect.

But most women seem to be turned off by the bodybuilder, as if the vanity of it all is just too much.

Plus they're worried their bras might go missing.

Steroids are cheating, pure and simple.

Doesn't it feel better to know that the sculpted muscle you see in the mirror is all yours, something you achieved through hard work, discipline and perseverance, rather than the product of a laboratory?

If you decide to take the easy way out, maybe it's time to give the mind as much attention as the body has been receiving.

By the way, I do realise it is a risky move to antagonise really strong guys.

That's why, as a special favour, Bill King has ghost-written this column for me this week. So I guess all complaints from burly chaps go to him.

Cheers Bill!
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SO Britney shaved her head, so what? Bald can be beautiful.

If you were married to a guy like K-Fed, you'd want to shave that man right outta your hair as well. At least now the collar matches the cuffs.



Mail Men Tales from a man's world Last writes
RICHARD MARSLAND
105 words

4 March 2007

Sunday Mail
1 - State

105

English

Copyright 2007 News Ltd. All Rights Reserved

BEING a Clint Eastwood fan, I was surprised to see him translating Italian at the Oscars.

While his work in the spaghetti westerns of the 1960s is famous, I had no idea he spoke the language. If even the ultimate man's man can see his way to opening his mind a bit, perhaps it's a message to all of us. Us blokes can get set in our ways now and again - maybe the true man is one who sees education as a lifelong pursuit.
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WITH so much faffing over fashion this week, is it fair that most men think it's just a flog for fools?

All blokes know we have it easy. Women fret over every minute detail of their ensemble, from the highest hair on their head to the width of their eyebrows to the polish on their littlest toenail.

All we do is suit up, spit on our comb, run it through our hair and hope for the best. Even though our hair probably now smells like beer.

The men's fashion industry is now as big as women's.

But there is a difference between fashion and style, and men's style went out when we did away with hats and handkerchiefs. Now, it's perfectly fine to wear thongs to the office and a baseball cap to a restaurant. The rot set in with Casual Fridays. Now that they're the norm, wouldn't it be, like, totally rebellious to instigate Formal Fridays?

Coming from a guy with a three-pant rotation and an off-putting array of band t-shirts, the most recent being for a band who broke up in the mid-90s, my fashion advice is at best unqualified.

But look around and there's an abundance of men's fashion faux pas. We faux up all the time, I promise you.

And, as we flounce down the catwalk of men's fashion, there are many glaring examples.

First, there are still the persistent few who up their polo top collar.

I have no idea why that trend irks so many, even though the look can complement many an ensemble. In dandyish times, it was the done thing. Maybe that's the reason - it can give the impression the wearer is snooty, possibly even arrogant.

Fonzie did it with his jacket, and Tom Cruise popped his collar dancing in his undies in Top Gun, but this was in the '80s, and like The Hooters and Corey Haim, not everything from the '80s is cool again.

Second, while the stars of hip-hop seem to be all about living large, dripping bling and wearing your wealth, it can jar the senses somewhat when the fashions of African-American culture are reimagined by freckly rich white boys.

There's a reason successful R&B stars don gaudy jewellery and platinum grills. Part of it is rising above oppression, and the other is a message to all that, despite the obstacles, they've made it to the top.

So, the same goes for oversized logos on your threads - when Diddy or Fiddy or Nelly do it, there's a backstory to that. The rule of thumb with labels should literally be that - no bigger than your thumb.

And hey, don't think I'm not going to bring up the elephant in the room - the novelty tie (coincidentally possibly with pictures of elephants on it).

There's a time and place to show your wacky side.

Two years ago I attended a funeral (pause for effect) - a funeral - where someone was wearing a novelty tie. Sure, it was a tasteful novelty tie for a funeral, black and white in colour. But I think the grieving family could have done without seeing a design of Larry, Curly and Moe gurning at them from among the mourners.

Didn't see too many High-Pants-Harrys on the catwalks, did we?

The high-pants look begins and ends with Katherine Hepburn. Maybe Charles Durning. But, generally speaking, if we want to see the VPL and crotch outline of a man, we can get that with David Reyne at 9am.

Men's pants somehow start to creep vertically when they're in their third decade, and by the time they're 40 they're in nipple country.

It's a disturbing, unexplained phenomenon. And while we're down there, there is an expiration date on men wearing jeans. I don't know when that is, but a man should know when he's reached his.

By the age of 50 that biological fashion clock should start ticking. And as we reach the end of the catwalk, just before I give an icy stare out into the distance and turn back, a parting point: wear undies.

No more commando-style, gents. Sure, it's a free country, but not that free.
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THERE was a moment this week, only the kind of moment you can have when you're living alone, that I thought about getting a hobby.

Without giving too much information, if idle hands are the devil's tools, then mine are sharpened and ready for action.

Hobbies should be passions. The internet is both at once destructive and encouraging to a hobby: the latter for being able to find like-minded individuals, and the former for its distracting quality.

One minute you're in a forum debating chess strategies, and the next thing you know you're yukking it up on youtube at something called "gooly mishaps".

Many men who would usually spend hours on a chosen pastime now fritter it away on the net. It's so banal, so cold. Every second person you meet is an internet expert.

Who could forget the scene in Adaptation when Meryl Streep is told by Chris Cooper that his previous, romantic, old-world obsessions (tropical fish, antique mirrors and orchids) are now giving away to his sudden interest in the worldwide web?

Her disappointment is obvious, as if she can't believe that such a brilliant man would devote himself to something so everywhere. Now, I love the net, but the problem is: so does everyone else. You can give me all myspace in the world, but still, it's not really mine.

The same goes for Star Wars freaks and video gamers. These seem somewhat empty of real commitment.

There are men who play a musical instrument, collect things or gussy up old cars.

My dad got me interested in native birds at a young age. Did you know the Willie Wagtail, if his nest is threatened, will feign injury nearby to draw the predator closer to him and away from the defenceless chicks?

What an act of sacrifice. But maybe birds aren't your thing.

I love reptiles too. Always been into cold-blooded creatures. As a young man, I kept lizards and aspired to be a herpetologist. My mother was shocked, until I explained to her that it had nothing to do with sexual health.

I (legally) kept blue-tongues and stumpytails: to everyone else they were disgusting, but to me they were lifelong friends with personalities and a link to the dinosaurs (even though birds are a closer relative). It's a fascination I still have. But maybe lizards aren't your thing.

Some guys are widget-deep into homebrewing.

There are packs of men who have several batches on the go, pub-crawling from mates to mates' house to quaff a new drop. It's a detailed science, social, and a hobby with a clear beginning, middle and end, each keg with an organic story.

Whether the ending is delicious or insipid, the learning never stops.

Fishing will always be big. It's more of a challenge these days. Where are the fish? Big business fishermen argue that it's a sustainable resource, but they're kidding themselves.

There's a reason the Maoris always threw back the first fish of the day. Nevertheless it's a beauty of a male hobby - it's passed down from father to son and there's never a shortage of blokes and stories.

For mine, I always envy the men who have humans as hobbies: those that coach young sports teams or big-brother a young person who works in their field.

My life has forever been bettered by men like that: they understand how, and most importantly, when, to inspire. These men aren't selfish in any way - they know that sometimes all you need is someone else's faith in you. Their hobby is just to see you try.

Ideally, a good male pastime should have two things going for it. Firstly, it's got to be something about which you feel you can't learn enough. Even though you may be an expert, your mind should always be hungry for new information and ideas.

Secondly, hobbies thrive on a buddy system. Whether you're part of a group, or just a mate who has a passing interest, your excitement should at the least be equalled.

An obsession with the nesting habits of the Willie Wagtail seems less insane if you've got a supportive ear.
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THIS is a cool job. I managed to make it this far with only a few years of actual physical labour under my belt, and from then on I've been fortunate enough to do exactly what I wanted.

It's a guilty feeling

to know that you really enjoy your work. The pay feels like a bonus.

Being a columnist is one of the all-time great gigs.

You have a voice and a relationship with an audience, and it's licence to take stock and to have a point, even if it feels indulgent or unpopular.

I always wanted to be a writer so if you told a teenage me that I would be one, I'd have to say my 16-year-old dreams came true. Well, almost. Erika Eleniak has yet to call me back, and surprisingly, air-guitar in front of your bedroom mirror doesn't make you a guitar god.

The industry standard male teenager's dream jobs are, in no particular order: fighter pilot, spy, Formula 1 champion, footy/cricket player, rock star and that guy who gets to slap Jessica Simpson on the bottom in that filmclip.

Being an astronaut is always a dormant aspiration, but once it's realised there's heavy maths involved, most lazy-boned teens back off.

Plus, if you've seen any interviews with the personality fireballs that are spacemen, it'll knock any Neil-Armstrong-like dreams on the head double-quick. Astronauting is wasted on astronauts.

They've touched the face of God, but according to them, it's not that special.

The dream jobs for men seem somehow less obvious.

For instance, guys who review brand new cars.

I doubt whether any of these cats own a vehicle - they're just professional borrowers.

Imagine mooching a car every day of your life, never having to pay for rego, insurance or repairs, all the while living large and low-riding in new wheels.

OK, so it requires some genuine expertise and research, but that new car smell makes for a mighty powerful cologne.

I have a soft spot for bartenders. It's thankless, the hours are horrible and inevitably, at a certain part of the night, the mood changes and your charming customer turns into a know-it-all lush.

Nevertheless, it's swings and roundabouts and on the flipside, there's discount booze and you're at your sober best while all around you is a Bacchanalian Festivus.

You're in full control of your hand-eye co-ordination and choice of words.

I'm positive a sober Steve Buscemi does better with the ladies than a comatose Gael Garcia Bernal. Maybe that's a bad example. That Gael is quite the McSteamy.

The construction boom has been a boon for demolition experts. Yes, tearing down beautiful old-world homesteads with glorious verandas and decades of history to create a blandscape of soulless flats is noble work, but what's in it for the individual?

Whether in a bulldozer or just armed with a large sledgehammer, he's part of a blessed breed. What a wonderful way to unload frustrations, and what a great symbol of the profession is the oversized steel wrecking ball. Just in case you were wondering.

As I wrote earlier, this is a cool job. Or rather, it was. It's last call, don't you know.

Not goodbye, just seeya later.

I feel privileged to have been allowed to play on the turf of my favourites Fatchen, Goers and Blair.

This really is a great paper, and always will be a seminal part of Adelaide life.

There are many people, whose names you never see, who make the Sunday Mail happen every week and I thank them. Writing for the Mail was always my favourite part of the week - closely followed by reading readers' emails, always a thrill.

It's humbling to see your work get an emotional response.

To every reader I express my biggest thanks.

If there's been one central message in my weekly spray, it's been the importance of taking it like a man, saddling up and looking to the horizon.

So hi-ho, Silver.
