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WASHINGTON: Top US General Mark Milley held onto his job 
Wednesday after President Joe Biden rejected pressure to fire him for 
alleged “secret” phone calls to China amid concerns about then-presi-
dent Donald Trump’s mental state. “I have great confidence in General 
Milley,” Biden said. Republicans demanded Biden dismiss Milley, the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, accusing him of undermining civilian 
control of the military in the calls to his Beijing counterpart last October 
and January, as Trump refused to accept his election loss. 

Milley insisted his calls to Chinese General Li Zuocheng, revealed 
Tuesday in excerpts from a new book by Washington Post investigative 
reporters Bob Woodward and Robert Costa, were a normal part of his 
duties. “His calls with the Chinese and others in October and January 
were in keeping with these duties and responsibilities conveying reas-
surance in order to maintain strategic stability,” Joint Chiefs spokesman 
Colonel Dave Butler said. The book, “Peril,” also says that on January 8, 
two days after Trump supporters ransacked the US Capital building, Mil-
ley told his staff that if a “rogue” Trump ordered a nuclear strike, that he 
would have to confirm it before it was carried out. That, too, was normal 
procedure, Butler insisted. 

 
Army Ranger  

It was the four-star general’s latest brush with career death, after re-
peatedly getting caught up in Trump’s political machinations following his 
appointment as Joint Chiefs chairman in September 2019. A Princeton 
and Columbia history scholar, Milley, 63, has spent 41 years in the US 
Army, first as a Ranger and Green Beret, with four tours in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.As army chief of staff during 2015-2019, he said his goal was 

readying the force for the next conflict. After decades of fighting insur-
gencies, he said, the military had lost its “muscle memory” for land war, 
which Milley warned could erupt with North Korea. “Today, a major in 
the Army knows nothing but fighting terrorists and guerrillas, because he 
came into the Army after 9/11,” Milley told The New York Times in 2016. 

 
Trump and politics  

But becoming Joint Chiefs chairman quickly sucked Milley into the 
chaotic world of Trump politics. Trump had already used the military for 
his political ends, diverting billions of dollars of Pentagon funding to build 
an anti-migrant wall on the US Southwest border. 

But it was too much when, in the summer of 2020 after Black Lives 
Matter protests spread across the country, Trump wanted Milley to mo-
bilize troops to confront them. According to The Wall Street Journal’s 
Michael Bender, the two had a shouting match over the issue in the White 
House Situation Room. Milley then pushed back in June 2020, when 
Trump lured him and then-defense secretary Mark Esper unknowingly 
to walk at his side through Lafayette Square in front of the White House 
in a show of power against peaceful protesters there. 

The scene made it appear like the defense chiefs were taking Trump’s 
side in politics. “I should not have been there,” Milley said shortly after-
wards, miffing Trump. Milley further disagreed with Trump’s objections 
to permitting transgender people in the military, and to confronting 
racism and political extremism in the ranks.  

 
Afghanistan pullout  

He also reportedly disagreed with Trump’s pressure last year for a 

rapid withdrawal of all troops from Afghanistan. According to the Wood-
ward-Costa book, just after his election loss Trump had two aides draw 
up a secret order to have all troops out by January 15. Milley was stunned 
to find out about the order, discovering that no other senior officials knew 
about it either. He stormed over to the White House. —AFP 
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Milley holds on to job despite pressure from Republicans

WASHINGTON: In this file photo taken on February 04, 2020, Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Army General Mark Milley (left) chats with US President 
Donald Trump after he delivered the State of the Union address at the US Capitol 
in Washington, DC. —AFP

Putin’s unpopular party 
slated for election win 

 
MOSCOW: When polls open today in Russia’s parliamentary elec-
tions, few voters would bet against an easy win for the ruling United 
Russia party, even though it is more unpopular now than ever before. 
The party was founded by President Vladimir Putin after he came to 
power in 2000, with the aim of translating his personal appeal into a 
dominant parliamentary force. But after benefitting from the eco-
nomic boom in Putin’s early years, it has become a target for Rus-
sians’ grievances and is now polling at under 30 percent. 

“Everything that is unpopular is associated with United Rus-
sia,” said independent political analyst Valery Solovey. Still, it is 
expected to win. 

During a lackluster campaign, the authorities with nearly unlim-
ited resources have gone to lengths to clear obstacles from United 
Russia’s path to victory. The methods serve a key Kremlin goal, said 
political scientist Ekaterina Schulmann: “How to make a parliamen-
tary majority out of an electoral minority”. 

The authorities in January jailed Alexei Navalny, the Kremlin’s 
loudest critic who dubbed United Russia “the party of crooks and 
thieves,” and then dismantled his political offices nationwide. They 
have also set out to block access online to Navalny’s “Smart Voting” 
platform, which instructs supporters on which candidates to back to 
oust United Russia deputies and other Kremlin allies. With many of 
Navalny’s allies in exile following a crackdown, there will be fewer 
checks on the Kremlin party’s performance over the three-day elec-
tronic vote with limited monitoring. —AFP 

Mystery still surrounds  
death of UN chief  
after 60 years 

 
PARIS: The mystery of how the hugely courageous UN secretary gen-
eral Dag Hammarskjold died 60 years ago has only thickened since his 
plane crashed in the African bush, killing all on board. Was the Swede, 
who was posthumously awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, murdered by 
rebels and mercenaries working in cahoots with Western intelligence 
agencies and mining companies, or was pilot error to blame? 

A long-running investigation by the British newspaper The Ob-
server found that London and Washington had much to answer for. And 
an award-winning 2019 documentary “Cold Case Hammarskjold” 
pointed the finger at a Belgian mercenary pilot with links to British in-
telligence. 

 
Tensions in Congo  

The tragedy happened on the night of September 17-18, 1961 as 
the UN’s DC-6 Albertina aircraft took Hammarskjold and his team to 
Ndola in what was then the British colony of Northern Rhodesia (now 
Zambia). He was headed there to negotiate a ceasefire with Moise 
Tshombe, leader of the secessionist Katanga state that was seeking to 
break from the former Belgian Congo after independence that June. 

The Cold War was at its height and the dashing and dynamic Ham-
marskjold, the youngest person ever to lead the UN, was determined to 
defend the international body’s independence from Washington and 
Moscow as well as the old colonial powers. The trip was being closely 
monitored by the big powers all of whom had an eye on Katanga’s vast 
mineral riches of copper, cobalt and uranium. Mining consortiums fearing 

Congo’s independence were bankrolling Tshombe’s government which 
was also backed by Belgian colonists and European mercenaries. 

 
Human error?  

Hammarskjold’s aircraft never arrived at its destination. At dawn calls 
to neighbouring airports all came back with the same answer: no radio 
contact had been made with the missing plane. After several hours 
searching, the debris of the Albertina along with 16 bodies, including 
Hammarskjold and one sole survivor, were found in a forest about 12 
km (7.5 miles) from Ndola airport. Sergeant Harold Julian, an American 
serving as a UN security officer, was in a critical condition and he died 
days later, but he said there had been a strong explosion on board, fol-
lowed by smaller blasts. Rumors of sabotage were quickly denied and 
the initial investigations pointed to a pilot error as the cause.  —AFP 

KINSHASA, DR Congo: In this file photo taken on September 13, 1961 Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations Dag Hammarskjold (third left) arrives in 
then Leopoldville (today Kinshasa), welcome by General Joseph Mobutu (left) 
and Premier Cyrille Adoula (second left), as part of a peace mission in the 
region. —AFP


