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A reveler of the Mangueira samba school performs during the first night of Rio’s Carnival at the Sambadrome in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. — AFP

Iraq’s girl weightlifters
also boost family finances

An art installation by Turkish artist Yan Kose featuring bird nesting boxes mounted on the side of
an apartment building and entitled “Tek G?z Oda” (One eye room) is displayed in Istanbul. — AFP

France returned three paintings by
the Flemish master Joachim Patinir
yesterday to the descendants of a

Jewish family who were forced to sell
them as they fled the Nazis. The
Bromberg family fled to Paris from
Germany in late 1938 and were forced to
sell the 16th-century “Triptych of the
Crucifixion” depicting Christ on the cross
the following year, along with several oth-
er paintings so they could get to the
United States via Switzerland.

The paintings are to be formally
handed over to the descendants of Herta
and Henry Bromberg at the Louvre
Museum by French Culture Minister
Francoise Nyssen. It is the second time in
two years that the French state has
returned despoiled art to the family. In
2016 it handed over another 16th-centu-
ry painting, “Portrait of a Man”, by one of
the followers of Antwerp artist Joos van
Cleve. The Patinir paintings had lan-
guished for nearly seven decades
unclaimed in the French state collections
after they were recovered in Munich
after World War II.

The triptych had been bought at a
knock-down price after the German
occupation of Paris and was destined for

Hitler’s Fuhrermuseum in his home town
of Linz in Austria, where he wanted to
build “the ideal museum”. Patinir is
regarded as the father of landscape
painting, and developed the panoramic
style that became a hallmark of the north-
ern Renaissance. France has stepped up
its efforts to returned art looted during
World War II to its rightful owners, using
genealogical experts to try and trace
families.

“It is no longer acceptable to wait for
descendants to turn up and ask for the
restitution of their family’s art for them to
be given their due,” said former culture
minister Audrey Azoulay, who now heads
UNESCO.

It is thought that up to 100,000 works
of art, and millions of books, were stolen
from French Jews or Jews who had fled to
France before the German occupation.
The Allies found around 60,000 of the
missing artworks after the war, and
France has been returning works to fami-
lies since the 1960s-although only 30
were given back up to 1994. Since then
there has been a more concerted effort
with a commission of experts, historians
and archivists dedicated to resolving the
problem since 2013. — AFP
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The weightlifters on Iraq’s
national women’s team train
hard every day, both to bring

home the medals and to help ease
the financial burden of running a
home. Jerking weights heavier than
themselves at a rundown gym in
Baghdad’s conservative Shiite neigh-
borhood of Sadr City, the young
women and girls come together for
three hours every day. The girls are
focused as they work out between
the small gym’s peeling pale mint
walls, one of which is adorned with a
giant painted Iraqi flag.

With their dark hair in high buns
and dressed in team green tracksuit
tops, black shorts and leggings, they
raise an arm and turn from side to
side to warm up. Then they work out
hanging from a pull-up bar, before
moving to different mats to get
down to the business of lifting
weights. “To those who say
weightlifting is not for girls, I say we
can do everything men do,” says
Huda Salim Al-Saedi, 20, patting
chalk powder from her hands.

“I challenge men to lift weights
and I’m proud of it,” says the
weightlifter, her eyebrows trimmed
neatly and a black bandana keeping
her hair from falling in her face.
Huda was one of the first to be
recruited when coach Abbas Ahmed
in 2011 set out to create Iraq’s first
national female weightlifting team.
At first, it was an uphill battle.

Society’s rejection 
“It was very, very hard,” says the

former men’s coach, who is now 54.
“Society rejected the idea,” with
conservatives considering the sport

inappropriate for women and girls.
There was also no state funding for
the project. So Ahmed first
approached families whose mem-
bers were already fans of the sport.
Huda seemed like an ideal candidate.

She had practiced Taekwondo since
the age of eight and had long been a
fan of weightlifting on television.
Today, she’s a cornerstone of the

Iraqi women’s team and its most
promising member. Huda helped to
train her sister Hadeel, who just
turned 17, and last year both of them
competed in Asian championships.

The 20-year-old won bronze in
the “snatch” discipline in her cate-
gory at the Asian Championships in
Turkmenistan, lifting 90 kilos in one
swift motion above her head. She
finished first overall at the Asian
Junior Championship in Nepal. Her
younger sister Hadeel also compet-
ed there taking 10th place lifting 68
kilos in the “snatch,” while in anoth-
er competition in Kathmandu, the
Asian Youth Championships, she
came in fourth overall. But beyond
making their relatives proud, Huda
and Hadeel’s accomplishments have
also provided their family with some
financial security. “Thanks to
weightlifting, I have a salary and
money to cover my family’s needs
every month,” Huda says, with her

sister’s pay cheque also helping
make ends meet.

‘Welcomed as heroes’ 
The women’s team is sponsored

by the police club, which pays each
of its eight members a monthly
salary of $400 to $800 — a con-
siderable sum for some families. If
Huda and Hadeel did not receive
support from the club, their family
could not pay their monthly rent of
some $330, their father Salim Noma
says. Over time, he says, support
has grown for the girls in the con-
servative neighborhood.
“Everybody has ended up support-
ing them. They’re welcomed as
heroes every time they return from
a competition,” says Noma as he
watches his daughters train.

Female weightlifting has provided
an unexpected source of pride-and
safety net-for some families in the
working-class neighborhood.
Loujain Hazem, 15, gave up her
studies to focus on the sport, win-
ning a silver medal at the West Asia
championships in Jordan last year.
“Our coach has taught us determi-
nation and perseverance,” she says.
“I’m sure our efforts will pay off, in
terms of both weightlifting and mon-
ey.” The younger generation is also
dreaming big. Every day after
school, the father of 12-year-old
Roqaya picks her up and they weave
through the traffic jams of Baghdad
on his moped to the gym in Sadr
City. With her hair tied in a pink bow,
she lifts two large red weights above
her head. “I hope one day to take
part in the Olympics,” says Roqaya,
already aiming high. — AFP

Iraqi weightlifter Khadeeja Ismal Abdullah,
trains at a club in Sadr City, east of Baghdad.

Iraqi weightlifter Roqaya Ahmed, 12, trains at a club in Sadr City, 
east of Baghdad. — AFP photos
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