
BALLOON BOY: Comments made by Falcon Heene during a CNN interview stoked the idea the family could have 
planned the balloon incident as a hoax to get attention.

DaviD Zalubowski Associated Press

My kid, the ratings bonanza: 
beyond the 'balloon boy' saga 
Falcon Heene isn’t the 
only child drafted into 
TV-ready story lines — 
think Octomom, Jon & 
Kate’s 8, ‘Toddlers and 
Tiaras.’
Scott collinS                        
and nicholaS RiccaRdi

The strange case of Falcon 
Heene took another twist Sunday 
when a Colorado sheriff said the 
boy’s parents had staged the run-
away balloon saga as a publicity 
stunt to score a reality television 
show.

  “There is absolutely no doubt 
in our minds that this was a 
hoax,” Larimer County Sheriff 
Jim Alderden said at a news con-
ference in Fort Collins. Richard 
and Mayumi Heene planned the 
caper for at least two weeks, he 
said, and are likely to face felony 
charges. The sheriff added that 
some entertainment media might 
have been complicit, but he re-
fused to identify them. One out-
let, he said, had already paid the 
Heenes in connection with the 
balloon launch.

The Heenes deny wrongdoing.
The plight of Falcon, 6, 

touched off a bizarre whirlwind 
of wall-to-wall TV and Internet 
coverage after he was thought to 
have stowed away on his family’s 

homemade balloon Thursday. 
Hours later, he turned up safe, 
saying he had been hiding in the 
family’s garage. That left a trail 
of questions longer than the bal-
loon’s 50-mile flight path.

Yet Falcon is one of many chil-
dren who have in recent months 
been featured as players in sen-
sational, reality-TV-ready story 
lines involving what might be 
dubbed extreme parenting.

The trend may have started 
with Nadya Suleman, the Califor-
nia “Octomom” who underwent 
advanced fertility treatments and 
had octuplets. Her offspring will 
reportedly receive $250 a day to 
star in a reality show now be-
ing produced. Then there are the 
Gosselin sextuplets and twins, 

caught in the media glare as their 
parents’ marriage disintegrated 
on-camera, turning TLC’s “Jon 
& Kate Plus Eight” into a ratings 
smash.

As for the Heenes, suspicious 
eyebrows raised once it emerged 
that his family had been featured 
on two episodes of ABC’s “Wife 
Swap,” a reality show in which 
mothers from two families with 
distinctly different values switch 
places for two weeks.

Parents Richard and Mayumi -- 
severe-weather enthusiasts who 
were recorded ordering Falcon 
and their other two young sons 
into a vehicle to chase tornadoes 
-- were also reportedly trying to 
develop another reality series  
                   [See Heene, Page A10]
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Kids as young 
as 9 to receive 
career advice

Children in British 
primary schools as 
young as nine are to 
receive advice via 
internet sites such 
as YouTube on their 
future career paths 
under a new scheme, 
the government said 
on Monday.
cathERinE BoSlEY           
REPoRtinG FRoM   
london, EnGland

Under the program 
designed to help 
children of all 
soc io -economic 
backgrounds real-

ize their goals, students will be 
given mentors, have the chance 
to visit universities, and be given 
counseling on what subjects to 
study via social networking sites 
like Facebook.
A recent study showed that 75 
percent of 11-year-olds wanted to 
attend university, the government 
said.
“Parents tell us they want to 
see an end to the old boys net-
work that means only children 
from privileged backgrounds get 
their foot in the door,” Ed Balls, 
schools secretary, said in a state-
ment.
“It is often too late for children 
to start thinking about this at 14 
when they are influenced from 
when they are seven, eight and 
nine,” he said.
The program, which will be tri-
aled in 38 schools is designed to 
encourage pupils to think about 
their work aspirations at a young 
age, the government said.
The pilot schools will be located 
in Bristol, Coventry, Gateshead, 
Manchester, Plymouth, 

[See Career, Page A12]

School asks 
pupils to 
bring own 
toilet roll
Irish parents strug-
gling to buy school-
books and uniforms 
in the face of a deep 
recession may now 
have to worry about 
sending their chil-
dren to school with a 
toilet roll as well as a 
packed lunch.
PadRaic halPin

Pupils at a primary school in 
the southern county of Cork are 
being asked to bring their own 
toilet paper to school to help save 
money, one of the starkest exam-
ples yet of the death of Ireland’s 
“Celtic Tiger” economy.

“The letter was sent out just as 
a way of balancing books here in 
the school and not intended as a 
demand,” said Catherine O’Neill, 
principal at St John’s Girls Na-
tional School.

O’Neill said the request was 
made because of cuts to govern-
ment grants for books and com-
puters. She added that parents 
were responding well.

“I’ve done a quick tour of the 
classrooms this morning and I’d 
say at least half the pupils have 
brought them (toilet rolls) in,” she 
told national broadcaster RTE.

“I have no doubt that there are 
an enormous number of schools 
out there that are doing the same 

 [See Students, Page A9]

In Korea, a 
boot camp 
cure for web 
obsession

The compound, 
part boot camp, 
part rehab center — 
resembles programs 
around the world for 
troubled youths.
MaRtin FacKlER 

Drill instructors drive young 
men through military-style ob-
stacle courses, counselors lead 
group sessions, and there are even 
therapeutic workshops on pottery 
and drumming.

But these young people are not 
battling alcohol or drugs. Rather, 
they have severe cases of what 
many in this country believe is a 
new and potentially deadly addic-
tion: cyberspace.

They come here, to the Jump 
Up Internet Rescue School, the 
first camp of it      s kind in South 
Korea and possibly the world, to 
be cured.

South Korea boasts of being 
the most wired nation on earth. In 
fact, perhaps no other country has 

so fully embraced the Internet. 
Ninety percent of homes connect 
to cheap, high-speed broadband, 
online gaming is a professional 
sport, and social life for the young 
revolves around the “PC bang,” 
dim Internet parlors that sit on 
practically every street corner.

But such ready access to the 
Web has come at a price as le-
gions of obsessed users find that 
they cannot tear themselves away 
from their computer screens.

Compulsive Internet use has 
been identified as a mental health 
issue in other countries, includ-
ing the United States. However, 
it may be a particularly acute 
problem in South Korea because 
of the country’s nearly universal 
Internet access.

It has become a national is-
sue here in recent years, as us-
ers started dropping dead from 
exhaustion after playing online 
games for days on end. A growing 
number of students have skipped 
school to stay online, shockingly 
self-destructive behavior in this 
intensely competitive society.

Up to 30 percent of South Ko-
reans under 18, or about 2.4 mil-
lion people, are at risk of Internet 
addiction, said Ahn Dong-hyun, 
a child psychiatrist at Hanyang 
University in Seoul who just 
completed a three-year gov-
ernment-financed survey of the 
problem.

They spend at least two hours 
a day online, usually playing 
games or chatting. Of those, up to 
a quarter million probably show  

[See Camp, Page A18]
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BOOT CAMP: Students spend their time exercising and do-
ing group activities to wean them from the Internet.

group near their Chesapeake, Va., 
home. Even Lauren’s father, a 
nuclear engineer in the Navy, has 
had to take time off.

And through it all, Lauren’s 
tiny fist has kept rising to her nose 
to block her sneezes from five to 
12 times a minute, all day long. 
Only when Lauren enters deep 
sleep does it stop.

“You must be miserable,” Cur-
ry said.

“Yeah,” the slender, blue-eyed 
blonde replied. And then she 
sneezed.

Johnson said that after trying 
11 different drugs to no effect, 
doctors suggested Lauren might 
have something called “intrac-
table psychogenic sneeze” — a 
little-understood syndrome that 
has been identified in only about 
40 other people around the world.

After listening to what Johnson 
had to say and watching Lauren 
sneeze again and again, Snyder-
man offered her opinion.

“If you peel back the layers 
of the onion and watch Lauren, 
she’s sneezing through her mouth 
— not a real, productive, nasal 
sneeze — which raises the ques-
tion that perhaps this is more like 
a tic,” Snyderman said. “You have 
things like Tourette syndrome. 
There are things like Munchausen 

[See Sneeze, Page A19]

Britons among ‘ugliest people,’ dating site says      

Swedish men, Norwe-
gian women get highest 
ratings for their looks

thoMSon REutER

Britons are among the ugliest 
people in the world, according to 
a dating website that says it only 
allows “beautiful people” to join.

Fewer than one in eight British 
men and just three in 20 women 
who have applied to Beautiful-
People.com have been accepted, 
an emailed statement from the 
website showed.

Existing members of the “elite 
dating site” rate how attractive 
potential members are over a 48 
hour period, after applicants up-
load a recent photo and personal 
profile.

Swedish men have proved the 
most successful, with 65 percent 
being accepted, while Norwegian 
women are considered the most 
beautiful with 76 percent accept-
ed, the website said.

The way that BeautifulPeople.
com accepts new members is sim-
ple. A potential member applies 
with a photo and a brief profile. 
Over 48 hours, existing members 
of the opposite sex vote whether 

or not to admit them, the site said.
Options are: “Yes definitely,” 

“Hmm yes, O.K,” “Hmm no, not 
really” and “No definitely not.”

The site was founded in 2002 
in Denmark and went live across 
the globe last month. Since then, 
the site has rejected nearly 1.8 
million people from 190 coun-
tries, admitting just 360,000 new 
members.

“I would say Britain is stum-
bling because they don’t spend 
as much time polishing up their 
appearance and they are letting 
themselves down on physical fit-
ness,” Beautiful People managi-

[See Ugly, Page A26]. 

The anti-swine 
flu holy water 
dispenser

StEFano REllandini Associated Press

An Italian inventor has 
combined faith and inge-
nuity to come up with a 
way to keep church tradi-
tions alive for the faith-
ful without the fear of 
contracting swine flu —
an electronic holy water 
dispenser. WORLD, A24

Woman drives 
into aquarium at 
Tampa airport
Motorist, child OK 
after vehicle slams into 
1,500-gallon tank. The 
tropical fish were not so 
lucky.
NATION, A16
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Weather Page: Sunny, 
then even more sunny.
Downtown L.A.: 80/67 
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Wacky Records
Manjit Singh, a 59-year-
old security consultant 
from Leicester, England, 
known as the “Ironman,” 
on Thursday pulled a dou-
ble-decker bus weighing 
more than eight tons over 
a distance of 23 yards 
with his hair. 
NATION, A17

ACHOO! GIRL, 12, IS SNEEZING 10 TIMES A MINUTE
Lauren Johnson has been 
sneezing thousands of 
times a day for weeks
MiKE cElizic

With metronomic regularity, 
the girl’s right arm rises to her 
face, her hand balled into a fist and 
partially covered by her sleeve. If 
Lauren Johnson is talking, she 
stops when her hand arrives at 
her nose. Then she sneezes. It’s 
not a big sneeze, but she has to 
stop to let it out. Then the hand 
drops and she resumes whatever 
she was doing. A few seconds 
later, the action is repeated.

Talk. Sneeze. Play. Sneeze. Sit 
still. Sneeze. Eat. Sneeze.

As many as 12 times a minute 
and 12,000 times a day, 12-year-
old Lauren sneezes. And there’s 
nothing that six professionals, 
including doctors, a psychologist 
and a hypnotist, have been able to 
do to stop it. 

“It gets old after a while,” said 
Lauren. Even that short sentence 
was bracketed by the sneezes 
that began on Nov. 1 and haven’t 
stopped since.

Desperate to find someone who 
can stop all the achoos, Lauren 

and her mother, Lynn Johnson, 
visited TODAY Wednesday in 
New York, where they talked 
about Lauren’s bizarre condition 
with Ann Curry and NBC’s chief 
medical editor, Dr. Nancy Sny-
derman.

It began, Lynn Johnson said, 
when both Lauren and her 
10-year-old sister came down 
with colds in mid-October. The 
colds ran their course in two 
weeks and included the expected 
sneezing — big, nasal, productive 
sneezes.

“After she had the cold, she 
seemed to be feeling better for 
a day,” Johnson said, so she let 
Lauren go to a friend’s house for 
a sleepover. She returned home 
on Nov. 1 — and life suddenly 
went into gesundheit mode.

“She came back from having 
the sleepover; it became a rhyth-
mic, nonstop, chronic sneeze. 
That’s when we first really be-
came alarmed,” Johnson said.

The constant sneezing was too 
disruptive to allow Lauren to go 
to school, so she started having 
homework sent home. After a 
while, teachers started coming 
over, too, to help. Lynn Johnson 
had to stop going to her part-time 
job at Ghirardelli Chocolate, and 
also had to suspend her work for 
a local nonprofit animal rescue 


