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Firebug this time

By RUTH BASHINSKY and CORKY SIEMASZKO
DAILY NEWS STAFF WRITERS

The Bush administration yesterday banned the
dietary supplement ephedra — the first time the feds
have put the kibosh on an herbal fat fighter.

The government’s move came
a month after New York im-
posed its own ephedra ban —
and as millions of overweight
Americans were resolving today
to shed weight in 2004.

“There are far better, safer
ways, to get in shape,” said
Food and Drug Administration
chief Mark McClellan.

Ephedra, which works by rev-
ving up the metabolism, is used
by an estimated 17 million
Americans annually.

It has been blamed for 155
deaths, including that of Balti-
more Orioles pitcher Steve
Bechler in February.

Still, New York health food
stores reported that customers
continue to clamor for ephedra
— never mind that it has been
blamed for scores of heart at-
tacks, seizures and strokes.

“We still have many custom-
ers coming in looking for ephe-
dra,” said salesman Tanto Kris

at the Queens Health Empori-
um in Fresh Meadows, where
one bottle of Solaray brand
ephedra remained on the
shelves. “Most of them look like
athletes.”

Rathana Reach, manager of
the Quantum Leap Natural
Food Market in Fresh Mead-
ows, said customers still want
ephedra “but we don’t sell it.”

The FDA ban came eight
years after the agency began re-
ceiving reports that ephedra
could be dangerous.

“The time to stop taking these
products is now,” Health and
Human Services Secretary
Tommy Thompson said. “They
are simply too risky to be used.”

Once a favorite of fatties and
bodybuilders, ephedra is partic-
ularly risky for anyone with
heart disease or high blood pres-
sure or people engaging in stren-
uous exercise.

McClellan said the FDA has
started notifying ephedra manu-
facturers that the ban goes into
effect in 60 days. Patrick Rea, a
researcher for the trade maga-
zine Nutrition Business Journal,
said they already got the mes-
sage.

“In 2003, sales of ephedra sup-
plements fell 60% because of
the bad publicity,” he said.
“Companies have already been
switching customers to ephe-
dra-free products.”

Government watchdogs like
Sidney Wolfe of the Public Citi-
zen called the FDA decision
“cowardly.”

“The FDA waited until the sup-
plement manufacturers stopped
making dietary products with
ephedra,” said Wolfe.

Now, Wolfe fears manufactur-
ers will replace ephedra with
other potentially dangerous
herbs like bitter orange, which
react badly with some prescrip-
tion medicines.

“And they can do this because
the dietary supplement law
does not require them to pro-
duce any proof of safety,” he
said.
 With T.J. Quinn

ARSON

Terrorism is terrorism, be it
flying two airliners into the
World Trade Center or

pouring gasoline in a Bronx hall-
way and setting a fire that kills
two people, one a woman who
has moved back home while her
husband is with the Army in
Iraq.

Among those rescued by fire-
fighters at the Westchester
Square blaze yesterday morning
were two others who were in crit-
ical condition. These included a
2-year-old boy known for his exu-
berant smile.

“Indiscriminate, wanton de-
struction,” Fire Lt. Jim McCaf-
frey said.

McCaffrey was standing out-
side the charred three-family
brick building on Glover St. The
stairway to the top floor had

been doused with gasoline twice
in the past month.

The first time was on Thanks-
giving night. Police and firefight-
ers evacuated the adjoining
building. A spray container filled
with gasoline was found four
doors down.

Investigators figured the per-
son may have lost his nerve and
fled before setting the gasoline
in the stairway alight. He may
also have been interrupted. Or

he may have intended to give the
Cassanova family on the top
floor only a scare.

One of the Cassanova daugh-
ters, 20-year-old Maria Cruz,
was already subject to the hour-
by-hour fear that comes with hav-
ing your husband in a faraway
war. She planned to live with her
mother only until February,
when Roberto Cruz was due to
return from Baghdad.

According to neighbors, a rela-
tive was so alarmed by the first
gasoline incident that she urged
the family to move in with her.
The relative is supposed to have
wondered aloud, “What if they
come back?” She meant whoev-
er poured the gasoline.

The family remained on Glov-
er St.; 41-year-old Brenda Cas-
sanova, her two daughters and

Ephedra
banned
by feds

MICHAEL
DALY

GARY LISTORT

BUSY SCENE Police
and firefighters (r., oppo-
site page) converge at
scene of fire on Glover
St. in the Bronx yesterday
morning. Above, they tend
to an unidentified person
who was injured in the
suspicious blaze. Two
people died in tragedy
and several were injured.
At left, a neighbor watch-
es the events unfold from
across the street.

MIKE ALBANS DAILY NEWS

FAST FACTS
n Ephedra is an herb that has 
been linked to serious health 
problems and 155 deaths.

n It is found in about 200 
dietary supplements sold over 
the counter for weight control, 
muscle building and 
boosting energy.

n The chemicals in ephe-
dra act like speed and raise 
the metabolism. It makes the 
heart beat faster and 
can cause a serious rise in 
blood pressure.

n Ephedra is banned in New 
York, Illinois and California 
and by the NFL, NCAA and 
International 
Olympic Committee.

n In China, ephe-
dra has been used for 
4,000 years to treat 
respiratory 
infections.
 Source: The 
Associated 
Press
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SPECIALS
n 10:00 p.m., 11:35 p.m. (ABC)
“Dick Clark’s New Year’s Rockin’
Eve 2004.” Dick Clark is still rock-
in’ in what is his 32nd consecutive
year as host of ABC’s annual New
Year’s Eve coverage. He’ll be in
Times Square for the dropping of
the ball at midnight, while Nick
Lachey and Jessica Simpson are
hosts of a party in Los Angeles that
will include performaces by Hall &
Oates, Avril Lavigne and Tim
McGraw.

n 10:30 (MTV) “New Year’s Eve
2004.” Hilary Duff, making the tran-
sition from teen star to pop sensa-
tion in a way that suggests her Dis-
ney experience was “So Yesterday,”
is the co-host of this year’s live
event from Times Square. MTV is lo-
cated there anyway, so it has home-
field advantage over Dick Clark and
Disney-owned ABC; getting the
former Disney Channel “Lizzie
McGuire” star to preside over
MTV’s New Year’s Eve special is a
major piece of in-your-face corpo-
rate taunting. Duff’s various co-
hosts, apparently, all were chosen
after meeting the requirement of be-
ing single-name talents. They in-
clude Damien, Hilarie, Sway,
SuChin, Quddus and La La. Okay,
so maybe La La is two names — but
it’s still straight from La La Land.
n 11:00 (Fox) “America’s Party.”
Not by a long shot. If wishes were
horses, and if titles were true, then
everyone would ride. Ryan Seacrest
is the host of this live Fox party —
and that, right there, is reason
enough to find a viable alternative.
But if you want to watch Puddle of
Mudd, this show’s for you.

OUR PICK: Spend New Year’s Eve in
the zone, “The Twilight Zone,” with
a marathon of episodes airing all day
and night.
 Sci-Fi, 7 a.m.

Answers to yesterday’s TV
Jumble: Trivia, Sitcom, En-
semble, Newsroom; Bonus
Jumble: Sesame Street.

TELEVISION
Return of the king

 H
ere’s a welcome arrival: 
“Curb Your Enthusiasm,” 
the best sitcom since “Sein-
feld,” returns with new epi-
sodes  on HBO.  

The show is built around writ-
er, producer and 
comic Larry Da-
vid  playing an 
exaggerated ver-
sion of himself 
as he goes about 
creating comedy.

In the fi rst four 
episodes of the 
new season, start-
ing Sunday at 9:30 p.m., TV’s social 
misfi t gets into heated arguments 
with — and this isn’t a complete 
list — blind people, men in wheel-
chairs, women in burkas, the men-
tally handicapped, meteorologists, 
dentists, lesbians, dog owners and 
Ben Stiller.

Indeed, David alienates more peo-
ple per minute 
than anyone else 
on television. 
That’s characters, 
not viewers. So 
many people rub 
him the wrong 
way, and vice ver-
sa, that he makes 
John Cleese’s 
acerbic innkeep-
er in “Fawlty Tow-

ers” look like the perfect host. 
And in terms of being an equal-

opportunity offender, not even Chris 
Rock takes on the targets David, in 
his aggravated TV persona, wres-
tles with.

 “Curb Your Enthusiasm” began as 
an HBO special that  set out to doc-
ument the odd  thought processes 
that go into creating from scratch 
a standup comedy routine. Except 
that  David, the co-creator of “Sein-
feld” with that sitcom’s star, decided 
 that the real comedy was in the pro-
cess itself.

The original special  ended as 
 David hit the stage to perform. It was 
his private life, fi ctionalized and im-
provised, that provided the humor. 

As “Curb” went to series, the pro-
cess got refi ned, the word got out, 
and the show, with David outlin-
ing the story points in each episode 
but allowing  cast members to gener-
ate a lot of their own dialogue, soon 
 became recognized for what it was: a 
quality sitcom.

      Last season, “Curb” hit an all-
time  best by, as in the pilot, giving 

its central character a tangible task 
to perform — or, at least, to try. Last 
year, it was opening a restaurant, 
a partnership he undertook with 
buddy Ted Danson and others. (Dan-
son, like Richard Lewis and other fa-

miliar faces, play 
somewhat unfl at-
tering but fun-
ny variations of 
themselves in re-
curring roles, 
and are a delight 
whenever they 
pop up.)

This year, as 
established in the season open-
er , Larry has two goals. One is to 
give, and especially to receive, 
the ultimate gift for his 10th 
wedding anniversary. The oth-
er is to prepare for his new job 
— an unexpected venture for 
which he would seem to be 
not at all qualifi ed, and one 
that quickly allows him to 
alienate people in record 
numbers.

The improv nature of 
“Curb Your Enthusiasm” 
 is so good   that it’s un-
noticeable . Cher-
yl Hines as Larry’s 
wife,  Cheryl, and 
Jeff Garlin as his 
best friend and man-
ager, Jeff, are particu-
larly adept at being on 
David’s exact wave-
length. Their perfor-
mances, as much as 
his, are central to this 
show’s constant ex-
cellence.

Robert B. Weide 
and the show’s oth-
er directors seem 
to capture every-
thing — no easy 
feat when lines 
are made up on 
the spot. But Da-
vid’s stories are 
as tightly coiled 
as the Rubik’s 
Cube structures 
of classic “Sein-
feld” plots; they 
twist and turn, 
then suddenly 
come together 
at the end.

E-mail:
davidbianculli
@comcast.net

TODAY’S REVIEW

H H H H
CURB YOUR ENTHUSIASM 
Sunday night at 9:30, HBO.

Can’t ‘Curb’ our delight 
in David’s new season

NO ARGUING WITH 
SUCCESS: Larry 
David’s HBO sitcom is 
back starting Sunday.

DAVID
BIANCULLI

GETTY IMAGES

Hilary Duff emcees MTV’s New
Year’s Eve festivities.

TV TONIGHT
By David Bianculli
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