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An American TV actor was criminally charged for
allegedly masterminding an elaborate “publicity
stunt” that sought to exploit the “pain and anger

of racism” with a staged assault on the streets of
Chicago. It was the latest twist in a weeks-long saga that
has seen 36-year-old Jussie Smollett, the gay, African-
American actor who stars on Fox music industry drama
“Empire,” go from victim to suspect after he reported an
assault late last month.

An incredulous Chicago police chief accused Smollett
of first sending himself a fake threatening letter and then
staging an attack to tap into Americans’ anxieties over
political and racial divisions, because he was allegedly
“dissatisfied with his salary.”In a sign of the national
attention the case has drawn, President Donald Trump
weighed in Thursday, taking issue with the fact Smollett
claimed his assailants invoked the president’s “Make
America Great Again” slogan along with homophobic
and racist slurs during the purported attack.

“‘Empire’ actor Jussie Smollett took advantage of the
pain and anger of racism to promote his career,” Chicago
Police Superintendent Eddie Johnson told an emotional-
ly-charged news conference — during which he lashed
out angrily at the actor for sullying the city’s image.
“Smollett paid $3,500 to stage this attack and drag
Chicago’s reputation through the mud in the process,” he
said. “This publicity stunt was a scar that Chicago didn’t
earn and certainly didn’t deserve.”

Smollett turned himself in early Thursday morning,
was arrested and charged with a felony count of disor-

derly conduct for filing a false police report, and was
granted $100,000 bond. He was freed from jail late in the
afternoon, and said nothing to the throng of media. If
convicted, he faces up to three years in prison. His legal
team pushed back hard later Thursday, claiming the
police press conference had been prejudicial and “the
presumption of innocence, a bedrock in the search for
justice, was trampled upon.”

“Today we witnessed an organized law enforcement
spectacle that has no place in the American legal sys-
tem,” attorney Jack Prior told AFP in a statement. “Mr
Smollett is a young man of impeccable character and

integrity who fiercely and solemnly maintains his inno-
cence and feels betrayed by a system that apparently
wants to skip due process and proceed directly to sen-
tencing.” Smollett had claimed that two masked men
beat him late at night in downtown Chicago, poured
bleach on him and tied a rope around his neck — but
police grew suspicious of his account after they failed to
corroborate it.

Trump took aim at the actor for having tarnished his
supporters, tweeting: “what about MAGA and the tens of
millions of people you insulted with your racist and dan-
gerous comments!?” Meanwhile, Fox Entertainment and
20th Century Fox Television, which produce “Empire”
and had stood by the actor, said “we understand the seri-
ousness of this matter” and “are considering our
options.”

Mountain of evidence 
Authorities said the two men who staged the attack

with Smollett were brothers Ola and Abel Osundairo,
who have both previously worked on “Empire,” and were
acquaintances of the actor — while one provided him
with drugs. The brothers have cooperated with police
since their arrest late last week and have not been
charged with a crime. 

Smollett allegedly first concocted a false threatening
letter he had sent to himself — which is under a separate
FBI investigation — and when that did not get enough
attention, paid the brothers to have the assault staged.
Prosecutor Risa Lanier detailed an elaborate plot that

Smollett allegedly orchestrated with exacting detail —
telling the brothers when and how to attack him, includ-
ing pointing out a street camera he assumed would cap-
ture the event, but was in fact pointing in a different
direction. The allegations were backed by a mountain of
evidence, including a cashed check that Smollett wrote to
pay for the stunt, authorities said. 

Rush to judgment 
Initial news of Smollett’s claims led to widespread

condemnation and shock, and an outpouring of support
from celebrities and politicians alike, including
Democratic 2020 presidential candidates Cory Booker
and Kamala Harris who denounced “an attempted mod-
ern day lynching.”  Trump initially described the alleged
attack as “horrible.” Since then, Smollett’s story has
become a cautionary tale in an era where incomplete
information is quickly spread via social media.

Opinion writers have complained about a rush to
judgment, and politicians, celebrities and nonprofit
groups have felt pressure to explain their initial reactions.
The president of the LGBT advocacy group Human
Rights Campaign said the Smollett news was “both dev-
astating and frustrating.” “I want to ask everyone feeling
angry, hurt & disappointed to channel that into produc-
tive activism - because there are thousands targeted by
hate violence each year who need our help,” Chad Griffin
tweeted. — AFP 

Two more women accused R. Kelly of
sexually assaulting them as teens, the
latest in a slew of lurid allegations

against the R&B superstar. Latresa Scaff,
40, and Rochelle Washington, 39, told jour-
nalists in New York they met Kelly at a
show’s after-party in Baltimore in the 1990s,
giving them alcohol and drugs before cor-

nering them in his hotel room and demand-
ing sex. They were unable to pinpoint the
year of the concert but said it was either
1995 or 1996, adding Kelly’s security picked
them out of the arena’s crowd.

At the after-party they were given
cocaine, marijuana and alcohol and invited
to Kelly’s hotel room, according to Scaff,
who said a man with a walkie-talkie told
them: “R. Kelly is getting ready to enter the
room. Pull up your dresses.” The artist, now

52, then came in wearing a shirt and jeans.
Washington refused his advances and hid in
the bathroom, but Scaff gave him o**l sex
and then had intercourse with him, “even
though I did not have the capacity to con-
sent,” she said. The pair, represented by
high-powered feminist lawyer Gloria Allred,
were scheduled to speak with the US
Attorney for the Eastern District of New
York later Thursday.

Scaff said she decided to speak out
“because of all of the other victims,” and
encouraged others to come forward. Allred
is representing a number of women who
have made allegations against Kelly.
Michael Avenatti — the lawyer representing
porn star Stormy Daniels in her legal battle
with US President Donald Trump — is also
defending multiple clients with ties to the
artist. Without providing further detail,
Allred said some women she is representing
fear video or audio recordings of their rela-
tions with Kelly may be circulating.

For decades the artist — real name
Robert Sylvester Kelly — has faced law-
suits and accusations over child pornogra-
phy, sex with minors, operating a sex cult
and sexual battery. “You have nowhere to
run and nowhere to hide,” Allred said, refer-
ring to Kelly. “You have been able to get
away with your predatory misconduct for
far too long.” — AFP 

Police slam Smollet, says he staged attack to boost career

Empire actor Jussie Smollett leaves Cook County jail after
posting bond on February 21, 2019 in Chicago, Illinois. — AFP 

New York police officers and members of the press stand outside The Mark Hotel during Meghan, Duchess of Sussex’s baby shower on February 20, 2019 in
New York City. — AFP 

UK backlash at
Meghan’s lavish
US baby shower

Meghan Markle drew fresh scorn from
British media this week after celebrat-
ing the imminent arrival of her first

baby with what they described as an “extrava-
gant” trip to New York in a private jet. The
Duchess of Sussex, due to give birth in the
spring, returned to Britain Thursday after
enjoying a party with celebrity friends at what
British papers referred to as “the most expen-
sive hotel suite in the US”.

The party, hosted at Manhattan’s Mark
Hotel by Serena Williams and attended by oth-
er high-profile figures including Amal Clooney,
saw guests serenaded by a harpist and given
expensive gifts, they reported. Although nei-
ther Markle nor British taxpayers footed the
bill, The Times led the critically-toned cover-

age, headlining its article on Friday: “Meghan’s
extravagant New York baby shower provokes
flood of indignation.”

It said the visit had “prompted a debate
about extravagance, style and the environmen-
tal impact of crossing the Atlantic in a private
jet”, including criticism from environmental
lobby Friends of the Earth. The paper also
trawled comments posted on the parenting
website Mumsnet, quoting one person who
was “quite disgusted by the way she is burning
through money”. The Times added: “To some
British minds the mere concept of a baby
shower — an American import — seems inap-
propriate.”  In the right-wing Daily Mail,
columnist Jan Moir asked what could Queen
Elizabeth II make of the duchess’s “lavish trip”.

She added: “can you be a self-identifying
international humanitarian and have a
£300,000-plus baby shower held for your
already fabulously privileged unborn child?”
Meanwhile the Daily Telegraph — said to be
the Queen’s favored newspaper each morning
— reported the “glamour” of the American
gathering may have “surpassed” Markle’s wed-
ding last year to Prince Harry.

‘Vilified and chased’ 
Markle, 37, has been dubbed “the difficult

duchess” in British media following several
royal staff departures. The coverage led
Hollywood superstar George Clooney to claim
she was being “vilified and chased” in the same
way as Harry’s mother, the late princess Diana.
Clooney, a close friend of the couple, told an
Australian magazine last month there was a risk
of “history repeating” itself with the feverish
media attention. Markle had another high-pro-
file defender this week: Beyonce.

The singer posted a tribute to the former
actress on her website to mark Black History
Month in the US, crediting Markle with bring-
ing “many black traditions to her royal wed-
ding”. “She and Prince Harry have continued to
push the race relations dialogue forward both
near and far,” she added. The royal couple are
set to make a three-day trip to Morocco this
weekend at the request of Britain’s government
— the first royal visit since Prince Charles and
Camilla visited the kingdom in 2011. Queen
Elizabeth II’s first and last visit to the North
African country was in 1980 and became
known as the “tour from hell” becuase of a
series of planning errors, according to British
media. — AFP 

R Kelly hit with fresh 
sexual abuse allegations

This booking photo obtained from the
Chicago Police Department yesterday shows
singer R Kelly. — AFP 

Michael Jackson’s estate filed a $100
million lawsuit against HBO over
plans to air a documentary that

alleges the singer sexually abused two young
boys. The 53-page suit, filed in Los Angeles
Superior Court, claims HBO was violating a
“non-disparagement” agreement by airing
“Leaving Neverland,” which premiered at the
Sundance Film Festival this year.

“Michael Jackson is innocent. Period,” the
suit says. “In 2005, Michael  Jackson was
subjected to a trial — where rules of evi-
dence and law were applied before a neutral
judge and jury and where both sides were
heard — and he was exonerated by a sophis-
ticated jury. “Ten years after his passing,
there are still those out to profit from his
enormous worldwide success and take
advantage of his eccentricities,” it adds.

The four-hour, two-part documentary that
is set to air next month includes the testi-
monies of two men, Wade Robson and James
Safechuck, who say the King of Pop sexually
abused them when they were seven and 10.
In a statement, HBO said it planned to broad-
cast the documentary as scheduled. “Despite
the desperate lengths taken to undermine the
film, our plans remain unchanged,” the state-
ment sent to AFP reads. “HBO will move for-
ward with the airing of ‘Leaving Neverland,’
the two-part documentary on March 3rd and
4th. “This will allow everyone the opportunity
to assess the film and the claims in it for
themselves.”

The lawsuit contends that HBO in 1992
aired a concert in Bucharest from Jackson’s
“Dangerous” world tour and at the time
signed non-disparagement provisions that

prevent the streaming service from harming
Jackson’s reputation. “In violation of both
basic norms of documentary journalism and
the explicit terms of the agreement, HBO has
disparaged Jackson’s legacy by airing a one-
sided hit piece against Jackson based exclu-
sively on the false accounts of two proven,
serial perjurers,” the suit states.

It asks the court to compel HBO to take
part in a non-confidential arbitration that
could cost the company $100 million if found
liable. Jackson, who died on June 25, 2009
after being given an overdose of the anes-
thetic propofol, faced multiple allegations of
child sex abuse during his lifetime. In addition
to his 2005 acquittal the performer paid a
$15 million court settlement in 1994 over alle-
gations involving another child. — AFP 
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