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N
early 2,500 rare rhino horns were
destroyed yesterday in the first cere-
mony of its kind in northeastern

India as part of an anti-poaching drive to
mark World Rhino Day. The endangered
one-horned rhinoceros used to be wide-
spread in the region but hunting and habi-
tat loss have slashed its numbers to just a
few thousand, with most now found in
India’s Assam state. Trade in rhino horn
has been banned since 1977 by the
Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora.

But conservationists warn poaching
attempts continue amid demand from
China and Vietnam, rhino horn is promot-
ed as a wonder ingredient in traditional
medicine. “A rhino horn has supreme val-
ue only when it is intact to the living rhino.
These horns have no value,” Assam’s
Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma said

during the ceremony in the town of
Bokakhat. “With today’s action, Assam
wants to send two messages-that we don’t
believe that rhino horns have any medici-
nal value and that we only believe in pre-
serving the living rhinos.”

The town is near the UNESCO-listed
heritage site Kaziranga National Park,
home to more than 2,000 one-horned rhi-
nos-the world’s biggest population. At the
ceremony, horns were carefully placed in
layers in several large furnaces before
being set alight, sending plumes of smoke
into the air above fierce orange flames.
The animal parts-which contain keratin,
the same protein  as comes in human hair
and nails-had been kept in storage by the
government since 1969.

Some of the horns had been seized
from poachers. Others were removed from
rhinos that had died of natural causes. All
rhino deaths in the state are recorded by

local police. Before the ceremony, officials
extracted DNA from each horn and gave
each animal part a unique ID number to
create a gene database for scientific stud-
ies and conservation efforts. Assam’s
Forest and Environment Minister Parimal
Suklabaidya added that 94 horns were
also set aside and would be kept for her-
itage purposes. The International Rhino
Foundation said on Monday in its annual
report that two of the herbivores were
killed by poachers in Assam in 2020.

But the global body added that rhino
poaching deaths have been declining in
recent years amid conservation efforts
in India and neighboring Nepal. The
population of the one-horned creatures
had grown to more than 3,700 after
plunging to just 100 in the early 1900s,
it added. — AFP

Cavers find
snakes but no 
genies in Yemen’s
‘Well of Hell’

A
team of Omani cavers has made
what is believed to be the first
descent to the bottom of Yemen’s

fabled Well of Barhout-a natural wonder
shunned by many locals, who believe it is
a prison for genies. The forbidding ‘Well of
Hell’, whose dark, round aperture creates

a 30-metre (100 foot) wide hole in the
desert floor of Yemen’s eastern province
of Al-Mahra, plunges approximately 112
meters (367 feet) below the surface and,
according to some accounts, gives off
strange odors. Inside, the Oman Cave
Exploration Team (OCET) found snakes,
dead animals and cave pearls-but no
signs of the supernatural.

“There were snakes, but they won’t
bother you unless you bother them,”
Mohammed Al-Kindi, a geology professor
at the German University of Technology in
Oman, told AFP. Kindi was among eight
experienced cavers who rappelled down
last week, while two colleagues remained
at the surface.  Footage provided to AFP
showed cave formations and grey and
lime-green cave pearls, formed by drip-
ping water. “Passion drove us to do this,

and we felt that this is something that will
reveal a new wonder and part of Yemeni
history,” said Kindi, who also owns a min-
ing and petroleum consultancy firm. “We
collected samples of water, rocks, soil and
some dead animals but have yet to have
them analyzed,” he said, adding that a
report will soon be made public.

“There were dead birds, which does
create some bad odors, but there was no
overwhelming bad smell.” Yemeni officials
told AFP in June that they did not know
what lay in the depths of the pit, which
they estimated to be “millions and millions”
of years old, adding that they had never
reached the bottom. “We have gone to vis-
it the area and entered the well, reaching
more than 50-60 meters down,” Salah
Babhair, director general of Mahra’s geo-
logical survey and mineral resources

authority, said at the time.  “We noticed
strange things inside. We also smelled
something strange... It’s a mysterious situ-
ation.”

Over the centuries, stories have circu-
lated of malign figures known as jinns or
genies living in the well, which some
regard as the gate of hell. Many residents
of the area are uneasy about visiting the
vast pit or even talking about it, for fear of
ill fortune. Yemenis have had enough bad
luck as it is. The country has been
embroiled in a devastating civil war since
2014 that has triggered what the United
Nations describes as the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis, with two-thirds of its
30-million population dependent on some
form of aid. —AFP

“T
hat guitar sounds crazy happy!”
grins Oumar Alassane, sitting
on his motorbike with an arm

around the shoulder of a friend, a short
distance from a stage in the desert. It is 8
pm, just the start of a full evening of musi-
cal acts at Ingall, a small oasis town in
northern Niger that hosts the three-day
Cure Salee festival. Alassane, a young
Fulani, is among the thousands who
throng to the event every September to
mark the end of the rainy season. For him
and his village friends, opportunities to
enjoy live music are rare, though the
desert town is far from deadly the jihadist
attacks that have struck the west and east
of the country.

Held on the outskirts of the old quarter,
the celebration of Saharan pastoralism
attracts a multitude of nomadic  Wodaabe-
part of the Fulani grouping-and Tuaregs,
some herding their livestock hundreds of
kilometers to Cure Salee, named for
springs rich in mineral salts. A succession
of electric guitarists takes turns to perform
and in the early evening, stroboscopic
lights begin to color the starry night.
“Really it’s good,” says 18-year-old
Alassane.

“All year round we are in the bush, so
at La Cure Salee, the breeders come to

party.” “And then also, we are looking for a
future wife!” adds one of his friends, to
peals of laughter-though the humor belies
the key role the festival plays in courtship
and betrothal for these far-flung peoples.
For now, about 100 youths are gathered in
front of the stage. The boys and girls
remain in separate groups and some can

be seen throwing sidelong glances across
the divide. In nomadic Saharan society,
concerts by small groups of musicians in
the hollow of a dune are preferred to large
gatherings.

Cola and cigarettes 
But during major festivals, from

Tamanrasset in Algeria to Bamako in Mali
via Niger, people seize the chance to
dance amid a packed throng. Some peo-
ple stay away from the performers on their
bikes, periodically starting their engines to
blow away the sand. Others are packing
into the front of the crowd, everyone listen-
ing to guitar riffs and the music of a DJ
and his sonic palette, worthy of some of
West Africa’s best nightclubs. As the night
draws on, young people begin to dance
languidly, always with a headscarf for the
boys and a modest veil for the girls.

All have donned fine clothes, in hues
that are explosions of colora in daytime
but now merge into the night. “I brought
three bazins (shiny fabric used for
clothes), but there is one that I only take
out in the evening,” said a Fulani teen. No
alcohol is allowed, but street vendors sell
cola and cigarettes in the middle of the
crowd. In the morning, after a long night,
some youths straddled their motorcycles
to flee into the bush and sleep, far from
the festival. They would come back in the
afternoon, after the raging heat of midday.
On the makeshift stage, the music goes
on. — AFP 

L
os Angeles is finally getting a muse-
um for movies-and it’s about time,
said Tom Hanks, as he welcomed

journalists to a special pre-opening event
Tuesday. The world capital of filmmaking
and home of Hollywood boasts museums
for everything from natural history to self-
ies, but until now has never had one dedi-
cated to the silver screen. After decades of
delays, the Academy Museum of Motion
Pictures opens to the public next week.

“It matters for Los Angeles to have this
film museum,” said double-Oscar winner
Hanks, who serves as a trustee. “We all
know that films are made everywhere in
the world, and they are wonderful films.
And there are other cities with film muse-
ums. “But with all due respect, a place like
Los Angeles, created by the Motion
Picture Academy... this museum has really
got to be the Parthenon of such places.”
Upon opening, the museum-run by the
Oscar-awarding Academy-will be the
largest film-dedicated museum in North
America.

Drawing on some $390 million funding
from Hollywood institutions old and new-
including Disney, Warner and Netflix-and
beyond, the building was designed by
famed architect Renzo Piano. Piano
reworked a historic 1930s department
store to house the museum’s main gal-
leries. He added the gleaming, orb-shaped
David Geffen Theater, which appears to
hover above the museum’s courtyard,
inviting some obvious comparisons to the
“Star Wars” films. “Don’t call this the Death
Star!” joked Piano, at Tuesday’s press
conference. “Call it the Zeppelin. A
Zeppelin to take you [to] a different world.”

The museum presents a broad
overview of more than a century of motion
pictures from around the world. Modern
Tinseltown treasures include costumes
from “Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” an orc from
“The Lord of the Rings,” the amphibian
man from “The Shape of Water,” and “Star
Wars” droids C-3PO and R2-D2. Older
heirlooms include a “Rosebud” sled from
“Citizen Kane,” regularly named the best
film ever made. Only three wooden sleds
were ever made-on set, director Orson
Welles wasn’t happy with the first take, but
wrapped filming after the second was
thrown onto a furnace for the film’s climac-
tic scene, meaning the third survived.

“Do we need a movie museum? Yeah.
Because we need to celebrate everything
that this town has brought to the world,”
said Hanks. The museum’s temporary
space opens with an exhibition of
Japanese animator Hayao Miyazaki’s
work, leading visitors through a “tree tun-
nel” inspired by classic “My Neighbor
Totoro” to see sketches of flying castles
and early character designs.

“We want to bring through all of the
international and diverse stories of
moviemaking through our galleries,”
museum director Bill Kramer told AFP.
After a star-studded opening gala
Saturday, the museum opens to the public
on September 30. — AFP

Academy Museum of Motion Pictures trustee
Tom Hanks speaks onstage during the
Academy Museum Opening Press Conference
at Academy Museum of Motion Pictures. — AFP 

A couple of friends on a motorbike get to a concert during the Cure Salee, in Ingall, northern Niger. A group of men look at the women on the stage during the Cure Salee. — AFP photos

A group of Tuareg musicians is seen playing in a concert at the Cure Salee, in Ingall.


