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Alibel trial began yesterday between
Hollywood actor Johnny Depp and a
British tabloid newspaper over

claims that he was violent to his former wife,
Amber Heard. Depp, 57, is suing News
Group Newspapers (NGN), publisher of
The Sun, and its executive editor Dan
Wootton for an April 2018 article which
referred to him as a “wife beater”. The
“Pirates of the Caribbean” star strenuously
denies the accusation. The case, which was
delayed because of the coronavirus out-
break, will be heard over 15 days at the High
Court in London. The couple settled a
divorce out of court in 2017. She donated a
settlement of $7 million (£5.6 million, 6.2
million euros) to charity. Depp denies being
abusive towards Heard, 34, and has brought
separate libel proceedings against her in the

United States.
As well as Depp and Heard, his former

partners Vanessa Paradis, the French singer,
and the actress Winona Ryder are due to
give evidence. In pre-trial witness state-
ments Paradis—his former long-time part-
ner with whom he has two children—has
described the actor as “kind” and “non-vio-
lent”. Ryder said she could not “wrap my
head around” Heard’s accusations that
Depp was abusive.

Text messages 
NGN failed last week in a last-ditch bid

to have the case dismissed, arguing Depp
was in breach of a court order for failing to
disclose documents from the US case.
Nicol, who will rule on the case, agreed he
was in breach but decided the trial should

go ahead nonetheless. The Sun is relying in
its defence on 14 separate claims of domes-
tic violence that Heard alleges occurred
between early 2013 and May 2016. During
pre-trial hearings, NGN lawyers said Depp
had failed to hand over details of text mes-
sages from 2015, which allegedly referred to
drug-taking. They argued they were “pro-
foundly damaging to his case”. The mes-
sages were sent shortly before what Heard
has claimed was a “three-day ordeal of
physical assaults” in Australia, the court
heard.

Judge Nicol had previously refused an
application by Depp’s legal team to require
Heard to disclose evidence, including a
secret recording of a conversation with the
actor. The request also involved communi-
cations between Heard and “Rocketman”, a
contact saved in her phone who Depp
claims is the SpaceX and Tesla founder Elon
Musk, as well as with actor James Franco.
Depp’s lawyer David Sherborne told the
court last week that Heard had affairs with
both Musk and Franco while she was going
out with or married to his client. The couple
met on the set of the 2011 film “The Rum
Diary” and married in February 2015.—AFP

Charlie Daniels, a musical force who
melded country music and southern
rock, showcasing his blistering fiddle

skills on hits like “The Devil Went Down to
Georgia,” died Monday. He was 83 years
old. The Country Music Hall of Fame musi-
cian died following a hemorrhagic stroke in
Tennessee, a statement on his website said.
Originally a session musician who worked
with icons including Bob Dylan, Ringo
Starr and Leonard Cohen, Daniels made his
name as leader of the Charlie Daniels Band,
a country-rock group that hosted the
Volunteer Jam annual music festival.

An outspoken persona who waffled
between patriotic and countercultural
bents, Daniels’ intrepid attitude was on full
display in his best known hit “The Devil
Went Down to Georgia,” which hit number
one on the country charts and jumped into
the top ten pop songs. The uptempo but
growling bluegrass song recounts a fiddle
player’s musical duel with Satan after
wagering his soul—and playing well
enough to keep it—a song hearkening to
historical associations tying fiddle-playing
to dark arts and sin.

The rollicking hit won Daniels a
Grammy in 1979. The singer long backed
veterans’ causes and was also a staunch
supporter of the National Rifle Association.
He favoured Jimmy Carter, a Georgian, and
played the former Democratic president’s
inauguration ball. Later in life he called for-
mer president Barack Obama a “fresh-
faced, flower-child president (with) his

weak-kneed, Ivy League friends.” Daniels
often sounded off his opinions on his web-
site in a section entitled “Soap Box,” with a
final post celebrating the United States’
Independence Day on July 3. Late last
month on the site he skewered protestors
marching for anti-racist causes and against
police brutality, railing against the demon-
strations as a “revolutionary street battle...
funded and lead by socialist factions.”
“Gun sales are through the roof and
America is locked and loaded to protect
their families and their neighbourhoods,”
Daniels wrote.—AFP

‘Devil Went Down to Georgia’
country star Charlie Daniels dies

Johnny Depp libel trial 
set to start in London

In this file photo singer/Songwriter Charlie
Daniels talks with The Press during Lipscomb
University’s Copperweld Charlie Daniels’
Scholarship.—AFP 

A view of the (left to right) Saahonieh and Gaabarieh Norias (water wheels)
along the Orontes (Assi) river. 

This picture shows a view of the (left to right) Kilanieh, Saahonieh, and
Gaabarieh Norias (water wheels) along the Orontes (Assi) river in the city of
Hama in west-central Syria. 

A panoramic view from the Mohammadieh Noria (water wheel) along the
Orontes (Assi) river in the city of Hama in west-central Syria.

This picture shows a view of the Maamorieh Noria (water wheel) along the Orontes (Assi) river in the city of Hama in west-central Syria.—AFP photos

A view of the Dawalek Noria (water wheel) along the
Orontes (Assi) river. 

In this file photo US actor Johnny Depp
and his wife US actress Amber Heard
arrive for screening of the movie “Black
Mass” presented out of competition at
the 72nd Venice International Film
Festival on at Venice Lido.—AFP 

On a riverbank in Syria’s Hama, Mohammed
Sultan tinkers away on a giant water wheel,
one of a dwindling number of artisans able to

restore the city’s ancient wooden landmarks. Used for
centuries to bring water to gardens and buildings on
the shores of the Orontes River, the water wheels or
“norias” of Hama are believed to be unique world-
wide, according to UNESCO. The touristic landmarks
have largely been spared by Syria’s nine-year war,
but some have fallen into disrepair or seen part of
their timber stolen or burnt. “It’s our duty to bring
them back to life,” the 52-year-old said, sweat form-
ing on his forehead after hammering a tenon into a
freshly cut wood beam.

Nearby passers-by pose for pictures at the feet of
the huge dark wooden wheel he is fixing, the city’s
largest and oldest, known as the Mohammadia.
Twenty-two metres (72 feet) in diameter, the wheel
rises high above the water level and is believed to
date back to the 14th century. “The norias are Hama’s
spirit,” Sultan told AFP, as children splash around in
the Orontes. “Without them, the city would be dead
and drab.”

‘Giving back to my city’ 
Clambering up and down a stone staircase to the

wheel’s centre, Sultan replaces some wood along one
of its massive spokes. “When I work with my col-
leagues to fix the norias, I feel like I’m giving some-
thing back to my city,” said the artisan, who has 22
years of experience in his unique field. “I forget how
tired I am as soon as one starts turning again.” Hama

city, north of the capital Damascus, was mostly
spared fighting during the war, though battles did at
times rage in the nearby countryside. In other parts
of Hama province, 10 of the region’s 25 norias have in
recent years stopped their slow, creaking rotation
above the waterline.

The water wheels are believed to have originated in
the Arab medieval era, but a mosaic dated 469 BC sug-
gests they could have existed even earlier, UNESCO
says. Held together by an assortment of walnut, pine,
poplar and oak wood, they once carried small wooden
boxes that scooped up water each time they plunged
into the river. The wheels drew from the Orontes to irri-
gate nearby gardens, as well as supply water to
mosques, public baths and homes on its banks. Though
no longer the case today, the wheels remain the pride
of the city, drawing in droves of tourists before the war
and featuring on Syrian banknotes. “We continue to
give great importance to restoring these historical
relics in view of their symbolic value,” Hama mayor
Adnan Tayyar said. “It’s impossible to visit Hama with-
out stopping by the norias,” he added.

Last of the noria craftsmen 
Ahd Saba al-Arab, head of the Hama noria authority,

said he hoped visitors would soon flock back to the city.
But maintenance of the water wheels was becoming
increasingly difficult, he said. This was because the right
wood had become expensive and in short supply, and
there was now “a great scarcity of artisans with the right
know-how”. The number of suitably skilled craftsmen
has fallen from 35 to just nine, after many died or emi-

grated during the conflict. Ismail, another of the last sur-
viving experts, says he is proud to be able to carry on a
tradition “all done by hand”. “The norias are the city’s
backbone,” said the bespectacled man in his fifties.

But, moving agilely from one side of the Mohammadia
to the other, he is worried about the next generation’s

lack of interest in the profession. “Our craft is transmit-
ted from father to son, but today we can no longer pass
it on to our children,” he said.—AFP 

On Syria river, craftsmen
revive famed water wheels

This picture shows a view of the “I (love) Hama)” sculpture before the Jesrieh Noria (water wheel) along the Orontes
(Assi) river in the city of Hama in west-central Syria.


