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Current Events with Frank Damon
Doelger Senior Center has been fortunate to have Frank Damon leading both our Current Events and
History discussion groups for the last 6 years. During this time of physical distancing due to the COVID-19
pandemic, Frank is sharing his current events discussion topics online. Starting on Monday, January 4,
2021 at 1:30 pm Frank will offer Current Events discussion groups each Monday on ZOOM.

Daly City Active Adult/Senior Services invites you to a scheduled Zoom meeting.
Topic: Current Events with Frank Damon
Time: 1:30 pm – 2:30 pm every Monday
Join Zoom meeting with following link:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87222786510?pwd=d0VucFhGYzhMMXVhSUNJTmdFWDNwdz09
Meeting ID: 872 2278 6510
Passcode: 724368
Frank received his BA degree from the University of San Francisco with a dual major in Political Science
and American History. He also earned his MA in Political Science and teaching credentials at USF. Over the
course of his career, Frank taught in the San Mateo Union High School District and at Marin Catholic High
School, Terra Nova High School, Golden Gate University, College of San Mateo, Skyline College and
Canada College.
If you are interested in joining Current Events with Frank Damon, please go to
www.dalycityseniors.org/current-events or contact Frank directly at frankdamon@my.smccd.edu..

Woman in the News
I am a world-famous talk show host, producer, actress, and businesswoman. With an
estimated net worth of about $2.6 billion, I am one of the richest self-made women in the United
States.
I was born in Mississippi in 1954 to a teenage single mother. After working as a news
anchor and TV host, I launched my own nationally syndicated talk show in 1986. My show ran
for 25 years, and enabled me to create a business empire including my own magazine, TV
network, and film production studio.
Meghan Markle and Prince Harry chose me to conduct their first television interview
since leaving the United Kingdom. In this interview, which aired on March 7th, they discussed
feeling mistreated by the British royal family and U.K.tabloids, based at least partially on race.

Who am I? (Oprah Winfrey)

House Passes Major Voting Rights Bill
On March 5th, the House of Representatives passed H.R. 1 by a vote of 220-210. The bill
is being called the most sweeping voting rights effort in a generation and was passed largely
along party lines. From what you know of the House, which party favors the bill? (Democrats.)
H.R. 1 is also known as the “For the People Act,” because it is supposed to increase the power of
individual voters by standardizing certain practices for all federal elections. Supporters hope this
will end voter suppression laws passed by state legislatures. A similarly named bill was passed in
the House by a margin of 234-193 in 2019. But Mitch McConnell, who was then the Senate
majority leader, would not allow the bill to come up for a vote. Who controls the Senate now?
(Democrats, by a narrow margin.) From his quote below, why do you think President Biden
supports this bill?
Some of the provisions in the 800- page bill are shown here. For one thing, H.R. 1 would
automatically register every eligible American as a voter. Other provisions encourage the use of
mail-in ballots and early voting periods to make it easier for people to vote. It would also expand
voting rights for former felons who have served their sentences. One of the most important —
and controversial — parts of H.R. 1 would mean the end of partisan gerrymandering. What does
this mean? (The dominant political party drawing up oddly shaped voting districts to consolidate
its own power.) Instead, nonpartisan commissions would redraw voting districts in every state.

Voter suppression has always been a part of politics in the United States. Who could not
vote in the country’s early days? (Women, men without land, people held in slavery, and so on.)
Even after the end of slavery, many communities invented creative ways to disenfranchise Black
people. Some states required voters to pay a poll tax or memorize the Constitution in order to
vote; but these rules were only enforced against Black Americans. How do you think they got
away with this?
Leaders of the civil rights movement knew that without the power to vote, Black people
would never be treated fairly. So they launched widespread voter registration campaigns.
Volunteers went all over several Southern states to sign people up for the first time, risking their
lives in the process. In Alabama, where only two percent of eligible Black citizens were
registered to vote, civil rights leaders led a famous 1965 march from Selma to the state capital in
Montgomery. What happened to some of these protesters on the day that came to be called
“Bloody Sunday”? (State troopers attacked them with tear gas and clubs on the Edmund Pettus
Bridge outside Selma.)
Hundreds of marchers were injured and jailed. Ironically, this turned public sentiment
against segregation and voter suppression, and a few months later, President Lyndon B. Johnson
signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965. This landmark legislation eliminated many suppression
tactics. It also barred offending states from changing voting laws without federal approval.

The Voting Rights Act, or VRA, led to a surge in Black American voting in the next five
decades. But everything changed with the 2013 Supreme Court case known as Shelby County v.
Holder. Shelby County, Alabama, claimed that it no longer needed federal oversight due to the
large increase in Black voting there. In a 5-4 vote, the Supreme Court said that progress had been
made since 1965, and it struck down parts of the VRA that applied to federal oversight. It said
that Congress would need to pass new oversight laws to adjust to new norms. But Congress has
not taken any action yet. Why do you think Congress has failed to act?
Over the last eight years, many states with Republican-led legislatures have passed “voter
integrity” laws. These are laws meant to prevent voter fraud and include requiring voter IDs and
limiting mail-in and early voting. Sometimes, these measures are not even decided by law; for
example, Georgia Secretary of State Brian Kemp oversaw a purge of 200,000 voters from state
rolls in 2018, even though he was running for governor at the time. Did he win? (Yes.)
Since the 2020 election, state legislatures have proposed more than 200 votelimiting
measures in more than 40 states. Iowa has just cut its early voting period and trimmed one hour
off its Election Day schedule. Lawmakers in Georgia, a state that “turned blue” last November,
have passed new voter suppression laws that could affect more than 1 million state residents.

Dolly Parton gets “dose of her own medicine”
Dolly Parton has been a popular singer, songwriter, actress, and philanthropist for
decades. Have you ever listened to her music or watched one of her movies? Are you a fan?
But during the last year, she has added a new line to her resume: funder of one of the
world’s most important COVID19 vaccines. This development actually arose from Parton’s
friendship with a doctor at Vanderbilt University Medical Center in Nashville, Tennessee. In
2013 Parton was involved in a minor car accident in Nashville and was treated at Vanderbilt.
While receiving treatment, she became friends with Dr. Naji Abumrad. So when the coronavirus
pandemic broke out in the U.S., Parton donated $1 million to Vanderbilt University in Dr.
Abumrad’s name. Parton’s donation provided the initial funding for Vanderbilt researchers as
they raced to develop a COVID-19 vaccine. Moderna, a drug company based in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, eventually pumped $1 billion into producing the vaccine, which was approved
for emergency use last December, a week after the first COVID vaccine, from Pfizer, was
approved. Parton’s early funding was crucial for the project.
On March 2nd, Dolly Parton got her first dose of the Moderna vaccine from Dr.
Abumrad. She signed up like everyone else and waited her turn before getting her shot. Why do
you think she did this? Parton later posted the picture here on Instagram with the caption “Dolly
gets a dose of her own medicine.”

Dolly Parton was born in a one-room cabin in Eastern Tennessee’s Great Smoky
Mountains 75 years ago. She was one of twelve children and her father was an illiterate
sharecropper. Though the family lived in poverty, Dolly’s parents encouraged her love of music.
Parton was singing on the radio at the age of ten and performing at the Grand Ole Opry three
years later. What can you tell about her personality from this photo of her at age 9?
She made her mark in Nashville as a songwriter before becoming the duet partner of
Porter Wagoner. When she left for a solo career in the early 1970s, she wrote a song for him
called “I Will Always Love You.” Her version went to number one on the country charts. Twenty
years later, Whitney Houston’s remake became one of the best-selling singles of all time. Have
you heard both versions? Parton’s fame continued with deceptively complex songs like “Jolene”
and “Coat of Many Colors.” Her bubbly personality, her teased blonde hair, and her flashy outfits
were perfect for TV appearances and films such as “9 to 5” and “Rhinestone.” In addition to her
musical and acting talents, Dolly Parton is a successful businesswoman and major philanthropist.
In 1986, she launched the Dollywood theme park close to her childhood home. She has
given millions of dollars to anti-poverty programs, as well as donating more than 100 million
children’s books. How do you think her generosity relates to her own life experiences? Parton is
also a longtime advocate for human and animal rights.

New Research Looks at how Slime Molds Store “Memories”
Have you ever seen a slime mold in the wild? What did you think? Recently, researchers
in Germany conducted an experiment to learn how simple organisms like slime molds store
“memories.” Despite their name, slime molds aren’t actually molds. What kind of organism are
molds? (Fungi). Scientists have debated how to classify slime molds for some time, and for a
while, they were grouped in with fungi. Like fungi, slime molds don’t have brains or nervous
systems, but unlike fungi, the cell walls of slime molds are composed of a substance called
cellulose. The cell walls of fungi are composed of a substance called chitin. Slime molds are
similar to amoebas. What is an amoeba? (A tiny, single-celled organism that has the appearance
of colorless jelly.)
Similar to amoebas, slime molds are capable of moving and changing shape. In the image here,
you can see the gooey tendrils of a slime mold exploring its environment. These tendrils are used
by the slime mold to locate and consume food. The German research team discovered that when
searching for food, those tendrils closer to food would become thicker. They found that a slime
molds pattern of thicker and thinner tendrils would remain even after the food was consumed.
The researchers believe that this network of thicker and thinner tendrils creates a basic type of
“memory” for the slime mold. They hope that this information could one day be used to create
“soft robots” that could navigate complex environments. Can someone read the quote here?
What do you think these “soft robots” might help humans accomplish?

Scientists have identified more than 900 different species of slime molds around the
world. Slime molds have been discovered on every continent and can survive in very harsh
conditions. Similar to fungi, slime molds are neither plant nor animal. Today, these organisms are
considered members of the Protista kingdom. Does anyone know what protists are? (Protists are
simple, single-celled organisms such as algae and amoebas that are not considered animals or
plants.) Slime mods are primarily found in damp conditions near forest floors or flower beds.
Why do you think that is? (They primarily feed on bacteria found in dead plant material.) When
food is abundant, slime molds can exist as single-celled organisms, but when food becomes
scarce, these single cells combine to form a multicellular organism. In this form, the slime mold
can move by pulsating, giving it the appearance of a flowing ooze. In its multicellular form, the
slime mold can pulsate and extend tendrils as a way to locate nutrients. In the bottom image here,
you can see a slime mold sprouting bulbs, referred to as “fruiting bodies.” These bulbs produce
millions of tiny spores that are carried by the wind or other organisms to new locations, allowing
the slime mold to reproduce. Scientists have been studying the way slime molds move and access
food to learn more about how simple organisms “compute” or make decisions. Some slime
molds have been shown to be capable of solving complex mazes to locate food.

Scientists Clone Endangered Black-Footed Ferret
The black-footed ferret you see here is named Elizabeth Ann. She currently lives in Fort
Collins, Colorado, and she is the first endangered species successfully cloned by scientists. What
is cloning? (Making an exact genetic copy of an organism). Since 1996, scientists have been
successfully cloning mammals, including pigs, deer, horses, and cats. But Elizabeth Ann
represents a major scientific milestone, as her species is in danger of extinction.
Disease and a significant decrease in the American prairie dog population have caused a
major decline in black-footed ferret numbers. The American prairie dog population has been
declining in recent decades because farmers and ranchers think of them as pests, and poison
them. Why do you think the prairie dog decline has affected ferrets? (Prairie dogs are a primary
food source for blackfooted ferrets). As of 2013, only about 1,200 black-footed ferrets were
believed to live in the wild. All of the black-footed ferrets alive today are descendants of just
seven ferrets that were a part of a captive breeding program started in the 1980s. Why is this an
issue? (A lack of genetic diversity in a group of animals can lead to genetic diseases and other
health issues.) Because Elizabeth Ann was cloned from frozen cells taken from a ferret that died
30 years ago, she is not related to any members of the living black-footed ferret population.
Scientists are hopeful that when Elizabeth Ann is old enough to breed, she can bring some
much-needed genetic diversity to the threatened ferret population.

Ferrets belong to a family of short-legged, longbodied animals known as mustelids. What
other animals are in the mustelid family? (Weasels, polecats, badgers, otters, wolverines, and
others.) Humans domesticated ferrets thousands of years ago, and the two species have had a
close relationship since. In the past, and even in some places today, ferrets have been used to
hunt rodents and rabbits. Using ferrets for hunting is called “ferreting.” Why do you think ferrets
are good at hunting small prey? (They’re fast, agile, and can squeeze into the small tunnels
where rodents live.) Like other mustelids, ferrets are carnivorous. While hunting for prey, some
ferrets are known to use a strange “dance” to confuse or hypnotize their prey. Domesticated
ferrets also dance, although pet ferrets usually do this to signal that they want to play. Ferrets are
crepuscular, and usually sleep between 14 and 18 hours a day. What does crepuscular mean?
(Most active during dawn and dusk hours.)
Male, female, and young ferrets all have different nicknames. Male ferrets are called
hobs, females are called jills, and baby ferrets are kits. Today, many people keep ferrets as pets,
although people often underestimate how much work these very active animals can be. But they
are also affectionate and social, which makes them appealing to many people. Some states in the
U.S., including California, have banned keeping ferrets as pets.

This Week in History
In the 1800s, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” helped turn people’s opinion against slavery.
Throughout history, writers have used their words to shape public opinion and ideas. But only a
few have actually changed history. The woman on the left is part of this group. Harriet Beecher
Stowe published her most famous novel on March 20, 1852. From the picture, what was the
name of this novel? (“Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Or, Life Among the Lowly.”) This book brought the
horrors of slavery to people all over the United States, and the rest of the world. For this reason,
some say it may have helped lead to the Civil War. Harriet Beecher was born in Connecticut in
1811. She was one of 11 children. Her father was a minister and he was active in the abolitionist
movement, or the movement to end slavery. Her mother died when Harriet was just five years
old. At that time, most girls did not get much schooling, but Harriet’s father made sure his
children got a good education. She moved with her family to Cincinnati, Ohio, and in 1836, she
married a professor named Calvin Stowe. Ohio was a “free” state. What does this mean? (It did
not allow slavery.) But Kentucky, a slave state, was right across the Ohio River. Harriet Beecher
Stowe first met fugitive, or runaway, enslaved people in Cincinnati. From them, she learned a
great deal about the cruelties of slavery. She often wondered why more Northerners did not know
how horrible slavery was. Do you think many people did not want to know? Two important
things happened in 1850. The first thing was that the Stowe family moved to Brunswick, Maine,
so Calvin could teach at Bowdoin College. The second thing was the passage of the Fugitive
Slave Act. This law said that even if an enslaved person escaped to a free state, he or she had to
be returned to slavery. The law also made it illegal for someone to help enslaved people to
escape. This law made Stowe especially angry, and she decided to do something about it. She
wrote “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” as a serial. What is a serial? (A story written in short sections, with
the sections published one at a time.)
The story was first published in an abolitionist newspaper. These sections became very
popular. “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” tells two stories. The first is of an enslaved person called “Uncle
Tom.” He is a very religious man who refuses to fight back against his cruel master — and ends
up dying for his beliefs. The second story focuses on an enslaved woman named Eliza. Holding
her baby in her arms, she makes a daring journey across the ice of the Ohio River to freedom in
Canada. Eliza’s escape is one of the most famous scenes in all of American literature. Have you
read this book? If so, what did you think of it?

Stowe had seven children of her own. One son died at age 18 months from a disease
called cholera. Later, she wrote that this experience made her understand the incredible pain that
mothers felt when they were separated from their children. She said this helped inspire her to
write “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” How do you think it helped her to shape the character of Eliza? On
March 20, 1852, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” was published as a complete book, and was an immediate
bestseller. It sold 10,000 copies in its first week in print, a huge number back then. Readers were
horrified by the vivid and emotional descriptions of slavery. These scenes helped build support
for the Civil War. In what year did the Civil War begin? (1861.) Abraham Lincoln is said to have
welcomed Harriet Beecher Stowe to the White House with the words, “So you’re the little
woman who wrote the book that made this great war.” Harriet Beecher Stowe died in 1896, at the
age of 85. She wrote 30 other books and many shorter pieces over her 50-year career. None of
them, however, had the same success as “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”

Remember When…
Do you remember handbags like these? Along with shoes, and jewelry, handbags may be
a woman’s most personalized accessory — and, just like shoes, it seems that women can never
have too many of them! Today, many women favor big carryall bags. Some women seem to
carry everything in their bags; they might have books, makeup, kids’ toys, tissues, even snacks
stored away in there. What else can be found in handbags? Given their usefulness and
importance today, you probably won’t be surprised to learn that handbags are not a modern
invention. In fact, there are ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics that show people carrying pouches. It
was men, not women, who carried the first bags, however. These “pockets” as they were called,
contained scented oranges and money. Why do you think men don’t carry handbags today? Do
you think they should?
By the 1400s, both men and women carried drawstring purses, which were attached at the
waist to the girdle. In the 1500s, these were replaced by pouches that women wore under their
skirts. In the 18th century, women’s clothing got too delicate to support these pouches. But,
women needed a place to store their things, so they began to carry bags called “reticules” with
long strings. This was the beginning of the handbag we know today. In the 20th century,
handbags became a must-have accessory. Women needed to have a bag for any occasion, from a
day of errands to an evening out.

Of course, handbags had to also match a number of different outfits, activities, and even
moods. Bags were also made out of more different materials than ever before. In the top right
corner is a gold mesh handbag. The most famous mesh bag maker was the Whiting and Davis
Company. Early on, mesh bags had to be created by hand. In 1912, Whiting and Davis found a
machine to make the bags. This allowed them to satisfy the growing demand and bring the prices
down. Also shown above is a bag made out of Lucite, a translucent plastic. Lucite bags became
popular in the 1950s. Lucite could be molded in many different shapes and colors, creating fun
bags such as the blue oval one you see here. On the bottom right, you see a handbag made of one
of the most popular materials in the 1950s. Can anyone guess what this bag is made of?
(Alligator skin.) But alligator handbags started to go out of style as people became more
environmentally conscious during the 1960s. Did you or anyone you know ever own an alligator
or crocodile handbag? Would you ever wear one today? Did you use different handbags with
different outfits or for different occasions?
Through the decades, some handbags have come to represent status, glamour, and high
fashion. High fashion designer Coco Chanel created a quilted bag with a long gold chain strap.
She called it the “2.55” bag for the month and year it was introduced: February 1955. A handbag
can become a person’s trademark. In the 1960s, Jacqueline Kennedy was known for her pillbox
hats and small, structured bags. The woman on the left also knew something about trademark
bags. Does anyone recognize this actress? (Grace Kelly.) Always a fashion icon, Grace Kelly
was photographed for the cover of “Life” magazine in 1956, carrying a designer Hermes
crocodile handbag over her belly to hide her pregnancy. The purse became known as the “Kelly
Bag,” and it’s still one of fashion’s most popular handbag styles, even though it sells for
thousands of dollars. Did you or did someone you know own a Kelly bag? Today, Chanel and
Hermes, and other designers, reinvent these classic bags every year, and they remain as coveted
as ever!

