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Signals in the Static:  Oprah Winfrey becomes the first female African-American billionaire.  Hip-hop mogul Russell Simmons introduces a prepaid VISA card targeted at low-income Americans.  Bob Dylan’s 1997 recording of his song, “Love Sick” is used as a soundtrack for a Victoria’s Secret underwear commercial.  Robert Altman directs two commercials for Trane air conditioners. The cell phone turns 30.  Died:  Alan Osbourne, 64, inventor of the first practical portable computer; Robert Bourque, 82, creator of the coin-operated  “Zoltan” fortune-telling machines found in most American penny arcades; Little Eva, 59, who as a teen-ager recorded the hit 60’s dance song, “The Loco-Motion.”

Lunch menus in Philadelphia public schools are printed courtesy of the Cartoon Network.  Along with the daily specials, they feature the network logo and promotions about upcoming shows.  Safety concerns prompt high school baseball teams in Massachusetts to switch back to traditional wooden bats after decades of playing with metal bats.  A new NYC restaurant, Amuse, organizes its menu by price.  Diners can choose from the $5, $10, $15, $20, $35, $45, or $55 sections.  Portland, Ore. introduces oversized ambulances to improve comfort for severely obese patients (up to 1,000 pounds).  The gray wolf, once nearly extinct, is taken off the U.S. endangered species list.  NBC-TV will bring back two 1960’s game shows, “The Dating Game” and “The Newlywed Game.”

Water yo-yos ($.99) are the latest toy craze.  Pottery Barn unveils PBTeen, a furnishings catalog targeted at teenagers.  T-Mobile now offers the ability to send 10-second video messages with sound to cell phones ($3/month for ten messages).  Disney will begin testing a new video-on-demand service called Movie Beam later this year.  It employs “datacasting,” using leftover broadcast “bits” to download movies onto a set-top box with TiVo-like control features.   

Urban Fashions:  Nike Air Force Ones, Jordans, and Dunks are being morphed into high-end “designer” shoes, with fake Gucci, Burberry, and Louis Vuitton fabrics stitched into the leather.  Popular during the grunge era of the '90s, Palladium desert army boots are making a comeback. Throwback jerseys (sports jerseys), especially from the NBA, are increasingly popular. For women, the basketball throwback jersey style is being used to make dresses.  Bows and buckles are used as detailing on summer clothing.  Also look for Capri-style cargo pants, pink makeup for eyes and lips, and Asian-inspired prints.

The Next-Generation Rifle:  The Army plans to deploy the 33-inch long XM29 rifle in 2006.  It is designed to fire two types of rounds: standard bullets and grenade-like ammunition that explodes in the air.  Each of the air-bursting rounds comes imbedded with a computer chip, allowing the soldier to program where the ammunition should explode.  Also in development:  Thermobaric ammunition which injects a fine, flammable mist into the air.  When ignited, it creates a mammoth fireball and pressure wave, then sucks all of the oxygen out of a confined space.  Wired.

Rating American Cities:  According to a recent poll, San Diego, Honolulu, and Austin, Tx., are the U.S. cities with the best-looking people.  Baltimore has the worst-looking.  Honolulu and San Antonio were named the friendliest cities; Los Angeles was the least-friendly.  Portland, Ore. was rated the cleanest city, while New Orleans was voted the dirtiest.  Travel + Leisure.
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