
VYAZMA, Russia: The remains of French and Russian
soldiers who died during Napoleon’s catastrophic
retreat from Moscow in 1812 were laid to rest yesterday
in a rare moment of unity between the two countries.

Officials and descendants of 19th-century Russian
and French military leaders gathered for a windswept
ceremony in the western town of Vyazma to re-bury the
remains of 126 people killed in one of the bloodiest bat-
tles of Napoleon’s Russian campaign. The snow fell and
a military band played in temperatures of minus 15
degrees Celsius as uniformed pall-bearers carried eight
flag-draped caskets at a cemetery in Vyazma, a town
more than 200 km west of Moscow.

The caskets containing the remains of 120 soldiers,
three women and three teenagers were later put into the
snow-covered ground to the sounds of a gun salute. The
earth had frozen, and the coffins were left in the ground
covered by a white canvas. “As generations pass, death
and time reconcile everyone,” Yulia Khitrovo, a descen-
dant of Russian field marshal Mikhail Kutuzov consid-
ered a national hero for repelling Napoleon, said at the
ceremony. Prince Joachim Murat, a descendant of one
of Napoleon’s most celebrated marshals, was also in
attendance along with dozens of re-enactors in period
uniforms.

The interment took place as France marks the
bicentenary of the military leader’s death this year. The
remains were discovered in a mass grave by French and
Russian archaeologists in 2019. The dig was led by
Pierre Malinowski, the Kremlin-connected head of the
Foundation for the Development of Russian-French
Historic Initiatives. The three women are believed to be
so-called “vivandieres”, who provided first aid and kept
canteens in the French army, while the three adoles-
cents are believed to have been drummers. All are
thought to have fallen during the Battle of Vyazma on
November 3, 1812 at the beginning of the French army’s
retreat from Moscow and before the horrific crossing

of the Berezina River. The ceremony marked a rare
moment of unity between Russia and Europe at a time
of heightened tensions over a litany of issues including
the Kremlin’s increasingly harsh crackdown on the
opposition.

‘Sign of reconciliation’ 
“Direct descendants of the main players in the con-

flict are meeting here together in a sign of reconciliation
to commemorate the Russian and French soldiers that
their ancestors commanded more than 200 years ago,”
Malinowski told AFP ahead of the re-burial. The site

was first discovered during construction work and was
initially believed to be one of the many World War II
mass graves that dot western Russia. 

But research by the Russian Academy of Sciences
later showed that the remains were of victims of
Napoleon’s campaign, most of them in their 30s at the
time of their death, said anthropologist Tatyana
Shvedchikova. Alexander Khokhlov, head of the archae-
ological expedition, said that the discovery of metal uni-
form buttons helped establish that some of the victims
served in the French army’s 30th and 55th line infantry
regiments and 24th light infantry regiment. — AFP 
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Russia and France bury their dead

Caskets contain remains of 120 soldiers, 3 women and 3 teenagers

News in brief

Biden aide suspended 

WASHINGTON: An official on President Joe
Biden’s staff was suspended Friday after allegedly
threatening to “destroy” a reporter who was asking
about his personal life. White House Deputy
Spokesman TJ Ducklo was suspended for one week
without pay, Biden’s Press Secretary Jen Psaki said.
According to Vanity Fair magazine, Ducklo called up
Politico reporter Tara Palmeri after she began asking
questions about his months-old personal relationship
with a reporter from Politico rival Axios, Alexi
McCammond. “I will destroy you,” Ducklo said to
Palmeri in a phone call shortly after the January 20
inauguration of Biden as president. —AFP 

Turkey detains Iran consulate employee 

ISTANBUL: An Iranian consulate employee in
Istanbul was remanded in custody on Friday in con-
nection with a probe into the assassination of an
Iranian dissident in Turkey in 2019. The employee,
identified by Turkey’s Anadolu state news agency by
his initials M.R.N., is suspected of providing forged
travel documents for the assassination’s alleged mas-
termind, allowing him to return to Iran. The investiga-
tion concerns the gangland-style killing in Istanbul on
November 14, 2019 of Masoud Molavi, who had
helped run a channel on Telegram called “Black Box”
since March 2018. — AFP

TV producer rejects rape allegation 

PARIS: A prominent French television producer who
is being investigated for child sexual assault said yes-
terday he was the victim of a plot by his nephew who
had demanded money from him. “I am not a preda-
tor!” Gerard Louvin told the newspaper Nice-Matin,
in his first public comments on the affair-the latest
sexual assault case to rock the intellectual elite in
France. French prosecutors said Tuesday they had
opened an investigation into accusations of rape and
complicity in raping minors by Louvin, who has pro-
duced some of the most popular shows on French
television over the last decades, and his husband
Daniel Moyne. — AFP 

Global calls to probe ‘violent death’ 

TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras: The United Nations,
European Union and United States have urged
Honduras to investigate the recent deaths of six
young women in just four days, including a nurse who
died in police custody. Honduras police said Keyla
Martinez, 26, was arrested last night for violating the
coronavirus curfew in La Esperanza in the country’s
west, and claimed officers found her in her cell hours
later “trying to kill herself.” The hospital she was
brought to said she was dead on arrival, and prose-
cutors said an autopsy showed Martinez had died
from hanging. But her mother, Norma Rodriguez, told
AFP that she is “one hundred percent sure that my
daughter was killed.”— AFP 

Nigeria police arrest protesters 

LAGOS: Nigerian police arrested a small group of
protesters in Lagos yesterday after they tried to hold
a rally demanding justice for victims of a deadly
shooting during demonstrations last year. Activists
had called for new protests yesterday after a judicial
panel authorized the reopening of the city’s giant
Lekki tollgate, where security forces shot at protest-
ers in October. Last year’s mostly youth-led
#EndSARS protests against police brutality and gov-
ernance brought Africa’s largest city to a standstill in
October in a campaign that won backing from many
high-profile celebrities. — AFP  

VIAZMA, Russie: Re-enactors in period uniforms stand next to coffins containing remains of Russian and French
soldiers during a burial ceremony in the western town of Vyazma yesterday.— AFP 

CHAGNI, Ethiopia: Internally Displaced People (IDP), fleeing from violence in the Metekel zone in Western Ethiopia,
gather outside a tent where clothes are being distributed at a camp in Chagni, Ethiopia. — AFP 

NEW YORK: People celebrate the Lunar New Year
holiday in Chinatown on February 12, 2021 in New
York City. —AFP 

In shadow of Tigray 
war, ethnic massacres 
roil western Ethiopia
CHAGNI, Ethiopia: On the night before Orthodox
Christmas last month, Ethiopian priest Girmay Getahun
donned a white robe and, Bible in hand, walked down
the dirt road to his church to prepare for services.
Around midnight, heavily-armed fighters arrived in his
village, in Ethiopia’s western Benishangul-Gumuz
region, sending Girmay fleeing into the forest to hide
for two days. He returned to a horrifying sight: the
corpses of his eight housemates, all day-laborers on
teff and peanut farms, who had become the latest vic-
tims in a gruesome, perplexing string of attacks.
Hundreds have died and tens of thousands have fled
their homes.

Inter-ethnic violence in this lowland area, known as
Metekel, predates a brutal three-month-old conflict
farther north that has pitted Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed against the former ruling party of the Tigray
region. Yet the bloodshed has intensified just as the
military is trying to assert control over Tigray-high-
lighting how Abiy, the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize winner,
does not have the luxury of addressing just one securi-
ty crisis at a time. In mid-November, 34 civilians were
killed in Metekel when gunmen attacked a bus. 

In late December, one day after Abiy visited the

area, more than 200 people perished in a pre-dawn
massacre, some burned alive as they slept. And last
month more than 80 died in a raid involving knives and
arrows. Even as analysts puzzle over who and what is
driving the violence, there are fears it could soon
escalate. Abiy’s government has unveiled plans to form
a militia of civilians displaced by past attacks to return
to Metekel to “protect” those remaining. At a displace-
ment camp in the town of Chagni, east of Metekel,
Girmay is one of many residents who back this move.
“I don’t fully support the idea of forming a militia,
because in my opinion it’s like saying, ‘Kill one anoth-
er,’” Girmay told AFP as he clutched a wooden cross.
“But if there are no other options and if (the gunmen)
are not disarmed, we shall train some recruits from
here to protect our lives.” 

Abiy has so far failed to provide an explanation for
the carnage in Metekel. He told lawmakers in October
that assailants were receiving training in neighboring
Sudan, and in December he said the killings were
aimed at siphoning off military forces sent to Tigray.
But his government has not put forward evidence to
back either claim. 

At the Chagni camp, an ever-growing collection of
crammed tents surrounded by waterpear trees in
Ethiopia’s Amhara region, theories center on long-run-
ning disputes over land. Most of the camp’s 20,000
inhabitants are ethnic Amharas, Ethiopia’s second-
largest group. Many buy into the idea of an “Amhara
genocide” perpetrated by militiamen from the local
Gumuz population. These fighters, they say, are attack-
ing Amhara farmers like Girmay’s housemates to drive
them off land they have long cultivated. —AFP

In NYC Chinatown,
pandemic and stigma
dulls New Year cheer
NEW YORK: A smattering of firecrackers, the odd lion
dance and a lone drummer: New York’s Chinatown
turned the page on a year it was ravaged by the pandem-
ic and virus stigmatization with subdued celebrations
Friday. No annual parade or large family gatherings
greeted the Lunar New Year. Just relief at the passing of
the Year of Rat and hope that the Year of the Ox will
bring a turnaround in fortunes. 

“Of course I’m happy the year has finished,” says
Jenny Li, as a slow trickle of shoppers stop at her gift
store to buy lanterns, tubes of confetti and red envelopes
synonymous with Chinese New Year. Li has seen takings
at her shop plummet to a quarter of what they were
before coronavirus struck the Big Apple almost exactly a
year ago. “It was tough times. I hope for the new year
that everything goes back to normal and everybody gets
healthy,” the 48-year-old told AFP.

The pandemic has closed thousands of businesses and
restaurants across New York City, where COVID-19 has
killed more than 28,000 people. Nowhere has the pain
been felt more acutely than in Chinatown, where the eco-
nomic toll was compounded by misunderstandings of the
virus and racism. As COVID-19, which former president
Donald Trump routinely called the “Chinese virus,”
spread from Wuhan around the world in early 2020, New
York’s bustling Chinatown turned ghost town almost
overnight. “Even before the economic impact and the cri-
sis really hit New York City, there was a lot of xenopho-
bia and just fear about,” recalls Olympia Moy, co-founder
of the non-profit Think! Chinatown. “It just like snow-
balled into a really bad situation.” This week, New York
Mayor Bill de Blasio tweeted an article about a massive
spike in hate crimes against Asian Americans across the
United States.

Indoor dining 
“We CANNOT allow bigotry and hate to divide us,”

he tweeted. Sixteen-year-old Irina Wong echoed that
sentiment as she welcomed in the New Year with her
parents and younger brother after traveling from New
Jersey to Chinatown. “I hope that this coming year,
whether COVID becomes better or not, we can all learn
to rely on each other and I wish there would be less divi-
sion throughout the country,” she told AFP. The pandemic
closed several stores and left many more fighting for sur-
vival in this historic district in Lower Manhattan. “Usually
at this time of year all the restaurants are full,” says
restaurant manager Alex Chan, pointing to empty tables
up and down the street. George Ma, the 55-year-old
owner of a gift shop says he is seeing “a little bit of
improvement” with the rollout of vaccines. There was fur-
ther cause for optimism, Friday, with the new year coin-
ciding with the partial reopening of indoor dining in New
York. Restaurants are now allowed to sit customers inside
at 25 percent capacity. “It will make a big difference,”
said Chan, who nevertheless doesn’t expect Chinatown to
really pick up until April at the earliest.— AFP

Trump critics call for 
permanent Facebook 
ban of ex-president
NEW YORK: Calling Donald Trump a “clear and
present danger,” scholars and civil rights advocates
on Friday urged Facebook to permanently ban the
former US president from the platform. Critics of the
social media company along with strong advocates
of unfettered polit ical  discourse cal led on
Facebook’s oversight board to endorse the decision
to boot Trump from the platform in the aftermath of
the January 6 attack on the US Capitol. A public
comment period ended Friday with more than 9,000
submissions regarding the case, according to the
board. The social network itself has asked the inde-
pendent body to review Trump’s eviction from the
online community.

The oversight board has the final say on what is
removed or allowed to remain on the world’s biggest
social  network. A rul ing is expected by Apri l .
“Overturning the Trump ban is an invitation to vio-
lence, hate and disinformation that will cost lives and
undermine democracy,” a group of critics maintained
in a letter. “Don’t strike the match.” They described

Trump as a serial abuser of social media rules who
poses a danger “to democracy and human life.”
Signers of the letter include Rashad Robinson, presi-
dent of Color of Change; Anti-Defamation League
head Jonathan Greenblatt; and Harvard professor
Lawrence Tribe.

Dangerous precedent? 
Conservatives on Capitol Hill and beyond say the

moves by Facebook and Twitter to “deplatform”
Trump demonstrate political bias and inhibit free
speech. Twitter chief Jack Dorsey last month backed
the messaging platform’s ban of Trump, but said it
sets a “dangerous” precedent and represents a fail-
ure to promote healthy conversation on social net-
works. “Having to ban an account has real and signif-
icant ramifications,” Dorsey said in a string of tweets
about his take on the company’s decision to perma-
nently bar the president. “While there are clear and
obvious exceptions, I feel a ban is a failure of ours
ultimately to promote healthy conversation.”

Trump’s access to social media platforms that he
used as a megaphone during his presidency has been
largely cut off since a violent mob of his supporters
stormed the Capitol in Washington. Twitter recently
announced that Trump will not be permitted back on
the network he used constantly, even if he runs for
office again. “Our policies are designed to ensure
that people are not inciting violence,” Twitter Chief
Financial Officer Ned Segal said on CNBC.

‘Last resort’ 
Even German Chancellor Angela Merkel has

weighed in, stating through her spokesman that she
believed freedom of opinion should not be determined
by “the management of social media platforms.” A
group of US university law professors, joined by former
Facebook security chief Alex Stamos, sent the board a
letter reasoning that while a disfavored “last resort,”
the removal of Trump from the social network was jus-
tified by his actions. “The eventual deplatforming of
Trump’s accounts helped defuse a dangerous and anti-
democratic situation,” read the letter, sent by
University of California law professor Richard Hasen to
speak for the group.

“Had the platforms granted Trump continued, broad
unmediated access, he could have provoked additional
violence and potentially further undermined the peace-
ful transition of power which is essential to a working
democracy.” In its letter to Facebook’s board, the
activist group also lambasted the social media compa-
ny for employing the board as a “fig leaf” to evade
responsibility for tough decisions and called for laws
regulating social media giants. The board has stressed
its independence, citing funding by an irrevocable trust
set up by Facebook, and makes policy recommenda-
tions along with binding rulings on specific appeals.
Members of Facebook’s oversight board come from
various countries and include jurists, human rights
activists, journalists, a Nobel peace laureate and a for-
mer Danish prime minister.—AFP


