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HE Farmer and his
Breadwinner are on
holiday again. Well, you
need a rest when you’re
retired. Once you get past

the depressing realisation that you
have come to yet another country
where people put their litter in
waste bins and don’t spit chewing
gum on the pavements – it is fine.

Mind you, the Farmerhas had a
bad experience. In fact, it was one of
those experiences that is so bad that
that while it makes you glad to be
alive when it is over, it also makes
you glad that you don’t have to do
the whole lot again.

It was at the salt mine at Wieliczka
in southern Poland. It maybe wasn’t
a good place for a Farmer,who
suffers from claustrophobia – the
fearof wee darkplaces.We had been
offered the choice of a trip to
Auschwitz, the most notorious of the
Nazi death camps but thought that
the salt mines with its visions of
honest toil seemed more inviting ...
more like a holiday.

They have been mining salt there
for900 years.There are 200 miles of
underground shafts where the seams

of rock salt have been extracted,
mostly by hand.The Farmerdidn’t
see all those miles but he saw
enough to make him believe it was
true.

And it wasn’t just tunnels he saw.
There is a huge church down there,
big enough for a thousand worship-
pers.There are underground lakes
and ballrooms. Everything is carved
out of the salt.The floor tiles are just
like those blocks we used to feed to
the cows.The walls have sculpted
reliefs showing such biblical events
as the road to Damascus and the last
supper– according to our guide, the
original one. “They also have a copy

of it in Italy,”he told us.There are
also statues of the patron saint of salt
miners, Saint Kinga, and national
heroes.The Farmer asked his guide
if there was a statue of LechWalesa.

“No. Not dead yet.”
The Farmer should have stuck to

the plough but he didn’t. Ourguide
wasn’t good at explaining but he
describedWalesa,widely believed in
theWest to have delivered Poland
from Communism, as a mere
historical figure but not a national
hero. Certainly not good enough to
have his statue in the salt mines of
Wielicska.

It was farmers who made the first
steps towards this extraordinary
industry.They noticed that the water
in certain springs was salty, and
societies which haven’t got any value
salt as highly as those without water
value that.They found that if they
left the water from those wells in
basins to dry out in the sun they
were left with the purest of salt.

Like the farmers who found oil
bubbling up in their fields in the US
mid-west they were onto a good
thing.They were able to harvest the
salt from the springs.

When, in time the springs grew
less salty they decided to dig.A few
metres down they found acres of
pure salt rock.They were rich.

And according to our guide,
everyone who worked in the salt
mines was rich.There were no serfs
working here.

At one time each workerwas
allowed to take three kilos per
month of salt home with him and by
selling that he could live well. So
well, in fact, that he could become a
capitalist and employ somebody else
to go down the mine and do his
work forhim.

They are still making money from
the salt but, apart from a few tons for
tourists, it is not by mining it.

The underground lakes are
saturated solutions of salt.

That means they are as salty as
water can be. So what they are doing
nowis returning to the primitive
farmers’original technology.

They are pumping the water to the
top and then drying out the salt.
With that and tourism they still
employ more than 800 people at
Wieliczka.

It is really an extraordinary place

and most of it is so spacious as not to
be claustrophobic at all.

One of ourguide’s favourite places
is the underground lake on which
there used to be an orchestra and
boat trips. On one occasion, a
boatload of German soldiers was so
moved by the band that they started
dancing and rocked the boat so hard
it capsized, trapping them in a
pocket of airunderneath it. But with
all the salt in the water, try as they
might, the soldiers couldn’t dive
down to escape.They were just too
buoyant.When the oxygen in the air
pocket ran out, they all died.

The Farmergot the distinct
impression that his guide felt that if
any soldiers were to die such a
horrible death it was as well that they
were Germans.

We were told that story as we were
about to leave this salty wonderland
where even the chandeliers
sparkling in the huge cathedral were
made of salt crystals and it was there
that the visit became unforgettable
for the Farmer for the wrong reasons.

We had climbed down into the
mine down a thousand steps.We
didn’t worry about howthe Farmer’s

artificial knee would cope with
climbing up again.There was a lift.
He has several times come close to
fainting in a lift but he had never
even imagined anything like this.

It was one of the original miners’
cages. It was tiny. It was dark.There
were eight of us in it.There was no
warning or I wouldn’t even have
considered it.We were all pressed
gently together.The Farmer was glad

he hadn’t come here when he was
tossing the caber and weighed four
stone more.They kept us waiting
while they loaded another cage
belowus.

The Farmer several times felt
panic rising and the compulsion to
struggle towards the light.

He didn’t, but he won’t be back.

CHARLIE ALLAN
FARMER’S DIARY ‘Even the chandeliers

sparkling in the huge
cathedral were made
of salt crystals’

OPEC
members
fear decline
in demand
GHAIDA GHANTOUS
and ALEX LAWLER

OPEC ministers said yesterday
they were unlikely to tamper
with an output policy that is
steering oil prices downwards,
easing pressure on consumer
economies but still bringing in
billions of dollars forproducers.

But forecasts that demand
for OPEC oil will decline in
2007 are beginning to worry
some in the group that pumps
a third of the world’s oil. They
fear the $12 drop in the oil price
from its July 14 record could
turn into an extended slump.

“We have been oversupply-
ing since about mid 2003,”said
OPEC President Edmund
Daukoru, also Nigeria’s energy
minister. “We have just been
doing as much as we could.”

“We have really been pump-
ing without bothering what the
call on OPEC is, but such his-
tory cannot go on for ever,” he
added. “It is time to say
whether we need a good fresh
hard look.”

OPEC will meet in Vienna
today to chart output policy for
the rest of the year, mindful
that theAtlantic hurricane sea-
son still has several weeks to
run and US Gulf of Mexico oil
output has yet to recover fully
from last year’s storms.

Iran’s dispute with the United
Nations Security Council overits
uraniumenrichment programme
also has the potential to drive
prices higher. The US favours
sanctions against the world’s
fourth biggest oil exporter.

A quarterof Nigeria’s oil out-
put lies idle because of militant
attacks and Iraq’s exports are
vulnerable to sabotage.

Qatari oil ministerAbdullah
al-Attiyah told reporters OPEC
may discuss cutting output when
it meets in December inAbuja.

Officials fromAlgeria, Libya,
UnitedArab Emirates, Iran and
Kuwait agreed that the organi-
sation would most likely keep
its current limit of 28 million
barrels per day for now.

For more than a year, OPEC
has been pumping at or near its
fastest rate for25years to guard
against price shocks.

“OPEC in general and Saudi
Arabia in particular have done
their best to supply the world
with what it needs energy-wise
so you see inventories today are
very comfortable, prices are
coming down and I hope no
one is concerned about a
shortage of supply,” Saudi oil
minister Ali Al-Naimi said on
Saturday.

Oil has fallen sharply from
its $78.40 a barrel record high
of July 14, when Israeli strikes
on Lebanon led to fears of a
widerMiddle East conflict. But
at $66, it is still up $5 this year
and three times the price at the
start of 2002.

Surging oil prices boosted
the value of OPEC’s crude oil
exports by 45% to a record
$513bn last year.

However, there are signs that
economic activity is easing
in top consumer the United
States and the second biggest
consumer, China, has raised
lending rates to try to cool its
economy.– Reuters

Pillar of Buchan society shaken by wonderland of salt

STEPHEN BREEN

CURVES, the chain of women’s
gyms that is one of the fastest-
growing franchise businesses in
the world, has expanded the
number of outlets in Scotland
by 25% in the past six months.

The fitness centres are aimed
exclusively at women of all ages
who might be intimidated by
the competitive atmosphere
often found at traditional gyms,
and the concept has been a
phenomenal success since it
was launched inTexas in 1995.

More than 1000 opened up in
the United States and Canada
within the first three years, and
today there are Curves gyms in
almost 10,000 locations in 42
countries.

The first outlet opened in
Scotland two years ago, and
there are now 29 branches,
including seven that have set
up in the last six months.

Gyms are due to open in
Paisley, Lanark, Uddingston
and Edinburgh in October and
November, and franchisees
have bought the rights to a fur-
therseven locations in Scotland.

The overwhelming majority
of franchisees are women who

have joined the gyms and been
so impressed with the opera-
tion that they have bought into
the business, according to Bo
Johnson,who is based inWaco,
Texas, but is one of two Curves
sales representatives covering
the UK and Ireland.

Of the 200 franchises sold in
Britain, just two resulted from
adverts, with the rest of the
licence holders hearing about
the business through word of
mouth, he said.

The equipment at Curves is
pretty basic and responds to
the pressure applied by each
woman, meaning any of them
can get a proper work-out no
matter their level of fitness.

“It is designed for women
with busy careers and lives and
families who knowthey need to
get fit but haven’t got an hour
and a half to spend in a gym full
of posers,” said Leslie Murphy,
who runs Curves in Hamilton
and has the franchise for cen-
tres to open in Uddingston,
Larkhall and Dumfries.

The franchises cost about
£20,000,which includes equip-
ment,with most women spend-
ing a further£25,000 on premis-
es and setting-up costs. They

Number of Scots all-female fitness centres has expanded by 25% in the past six months
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also pay royalties to Curves
based on turnover, which is
capped at £500 a month.

Murphy, 27, is from Los
Angeles, and like many Curves
operators, she decided to come
to the UK because almost all
the NorthAmerican franchises
have been bought up.

After joining a Curves gym in
Los Angeles, she became an
instructorand decided she want-
ed to operate herown franchise.
Her parents are originally from
Motherwell and Giffnock and

wanted to come home, so Mur-
phy invited them to invest with
her in Curves in Scotland.

“Every time a new club
opens, you get 10 new mem-
bers who say ‘I could do this’
and they enquire about a fran-
chise,” she said. “It’s a great
organisation to be part of, and
they offer so much ongoing
training and support.

“I have a business degree, but
I don’t know if I would have
had the opportunity to own my
own business if it had not been

for Curves because it is such a
low investment to get a fran-
chise and there are thousands
of women across the world
who now own their own busi-
ness because of this.”

According to Johnson,
growth in the UK has been
slower than in otherparts of the
world because of the difficulty
locating big enough premises.

The company aims for one
gym forevery 50,000 to 60,000
people, and it uses computer
mapping and post codes to

work out an exclusive area for
each potential franchisee.

In the US, there are now 1.5
Curves gyms to every two
McDonalds and there are an
estimated fourmillion members
world-wide. In 2005, the busi-
ness was named fastest growing
franchise in the world by Entre-
preneur magazine, although
this year it slipped back to fifth.

“The most important thing
for a club to be successful is
that the focus can’t be about
making money, it has to be

about helping people,” said
Johnson.

“That support and attitude is
what sets Curves apart from
other gyms, the feeling that a
women gets when she walks in
that that person truly cares and
wants to help them improve
themselves.

“People get to spend time
with their friends to help the
overall health of their commu-
nity, and they get paid for it.
That’s a pretty appealing situa-
tion to be in.”
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