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On this D-Day, US allies look for
unity and fear the Trump show 

PARIS: For a sign of how far Western politics and
transatlantic relations have changed, look no further than
next week’s D-Day commemorations in Britain and
northern France. Five years ago, for the 70th anniver-
sary, former US president Barack Obama travelled to
France to stand with America’s allies and deliver a mov-
ing tribute to their joint sacrifice and shared destiny in
World War II. In what was condemned as vulgar and
disrespectful by right-wing opponents at the time, he
was filmed chewing gum during one of the ceremonies
— apparently to stop a craving for a cigarette.

Starting from Wednesday, US President Donald
Trump will attend two days of memorials in Britain and
France for the 75th anniversary of the world’s biggest
naval operation, which signaled the start of efforts to lib-
erate western Europe. “It’s not the same world,” Francois
Heisbourg, a former French diplomat and head of the
International Institute for Strategic Studies said.

While European leaders in Obama’s era would some-
times complain privately that Europe was a low priority
for the US president, none ever imagined a US leader
actively working to undermine the European Union. And
Trump, who has cheered Brexit and is openly hostile to
the idea of the EU bloc, has ripped up postwar conven-
tions to such an extent that chewing gum at a ceremony
seems like an offence from a different era.

He has publicly refused a handshake with German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, called Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau “weak” and has humiliated
British Prime Minister Theresa May over her strategy to
negotiate Britain’s departure from the EU. On his last
visit to France in November last year to mark 100 years
since World War I, he left mocking the “very low

approval rating” of his host, President Emmanuel
Macron. Heisbourg said that “everyone will wait anx-
iously for the end of the ceremonies fearing a Twitter
storm from Donald Trump.”

Despite all this, Jeremy Shapiro, an expert on transat-
lantic relations at the European Council on Foreign
Relations, said that relations between the US leader his
Western counterparts “aren’t disastrous”. “They still
want to be allies, but there isn’t that same sense of
shared destiny which is what you need to land people on
a beach together. There’s a sense that they can have
transactions that work,” he said.  “Trump has caused
everyone to see him in that light, and that’s how they see
him,” he added.

Putin absent 
The commemorations of the D-Day landings, which

saw 150,000 Allied soldiers storm the beaches of north-
ern France on June 6, 1944, will begin on Wednesday
morning. Queen Elizabeth II will preside at a ceremony
in Portsmouth in southern England attended by May,
Macron, Trudeau, Merkel and Trump, who begins a state
visit to Britain tomorrow.

Thousands of ships left from Portsmouth under cover
of darkness 75 years ago for an invasion that signaled the
start of the liberation of western Europe from Nazi occu-
pation. British authorities have said the D-Day event will
be “one of the greatest British military spectacles in
recent history” involving 26 RAF aircraft and 11 Royal
Navy vessels. On Thursday, ceremonies in France will
continue along the wide sandy beaches where troops
faced a hail of Nazi bullets and artillery shells which left
10,470 dead, wounded or missing on the first day.

One notable absentee will be Russian President
Vladimir Putin, who was invited to represent the Soviet
Union for the first time in 2004 on the 60th anniversary
of the invasion. He was also present in 2014, just as his
relations with the West were collapsing over his decision
to order troops into eastern Ukraine to annex Crimea.

“In 2014, the attack in Crimea gave the Allies something
to unite around,” Heisbourg said. The Russian leader,
whose government made “sweeping and systemic”
efforts to help get Trump elected in 2016 — according
to an investigation by US special counsel Robert Mueller
— was not invited this time.—AFP

OUISTREHAM: A picture shows “La flamme” (The flame), a momument commemorating WWII French com-
mando with Brigadier Simon Christopher Joseph Fraser aka The Lord Lovat statue at the foreground. — AFP

Trump will attend two days of memorials in Britain and France

MADRID: He only discovered Spain
when he was 10, was picked by dictator
Francisco Franco to succeed him but
instead steered his country to democracy.
Today, former king Juan Carlos I retires
from public life. “Such a long, full story, as
if it were designed by an architect,”
Spanish novelist Eduardo Mendoza said
last year.

Born 81 years ago in Italy, the grand-
son of exiled Spanish king Alfonso XIII
will go down in history as the one who
gave both the throne back to the House of
Bourbon and democracy back to Spain.
But the end of his 38-year reign (1975-
2014) was clouded by several scandals
until he abdicated in favor of his son
Felipe VI.

A child takes the train 
On a winter day in 1948, a 10-year-

old boy, escorted by a duke and vis-
count, arrives at Lisbon station. This little
prince “with his blond curls, fighting
back tears,” boards a train bound for
Spain, a country he doesn’t know, writes
Jose Luis de Vilallonga in his biography
“The King.” Dictator Francisco Franco,
who rules Spain with an iron fist since
1939 when he won a civil war, has decid-
ed to bring him over.

His father Juan de Bourbon might be
wary of Franco but has accepted to
entrust Juan Carlos to the dictator with
the hope that one day, the throne will be
returned to the Bourbons after Alfonso
XIII fled the new republic in 1931. Far
from his family, Juan Carlos’ childhood is

marked by church services and speeches
vaunting the victory of Franco’s forces
over the republican “reds.”

He also plays a lot of sport with friends
who call him “Juanito” or else “your high-
ness.” When he is 18, tragedy hits when
he accidentally ki l ls his 14-year-old
brother with a shot to the forehead while
visiting his parents in Portugal, according
to the biography “Juan Carlos” written by
British historian Paul Preston. Franco will
make sure the accident is kept under
wraps. Trained in military schools, Juan
Carlos will spend 27 years of his life in the
shadow of the dictator who may have
considered him as the son he never had
but still “devoured police reports” about
him, says Preston.

Head down with Franco 
In 1962, Juan Carlos marries then

Princess Sofia of Greece whom he met on
a cruise. Seven years later, Franco names
him as his successor. Two days after the
death of the dictator, on November 22,
1975, he finally recovers his grandfather’s
throne and becomes Juan Carlos I. “Years
of appearing with Franco, dejected and
mute, has prompted the widespread idea
that he lacked both intel l igence and
courage,” writes Preston.

But it wasn’t so. Going against his mis-
sion to preserve the Franco regime, the
king choses to carry his country to
democracy. The Communist Party is legal-
ized, political offences are amnestied and,
after free elections in 1977, he is applaud-
ed as “the king of all Spaniards.”—AFP 

A look at the vivid life 
of Spain’s Juan Carlos I 

PARIS: When world leaders gather for D-
Day commemorations, Vladimir Putin’s
absence will be a sign of how Russia’s huge
sacrifices in World War II have gone miss-
ing in most French minds. It’s a striking
reversal from 75 years ago, when the Soviet
contribution at a cost of 27 million dead
soldiers and civilians was hailed by the
French as the biggest factor in Germany’s
defeat.

Just after the European fighting ended in
May 1945, a poll by the French survey
group Ifop found that 57 percent of the
French thought Moscow had contributed
the most to the war effort, compared with
just 20 percent who named the United
States. But by the 60th anniversary of the
Normandy landings by Allied forces in
2004 — when Russia was represented for
the first time, by Putin — the figures were
reversed, with just 20 percent putting the
Soviet Union first. 

Instead, 58 percent lauded the US, even
though its total losses of 400,000 in both
the European and Pacific theatres were just
a small fraction of the dead in the Soviet
Union. “From a purely historical point of
view, overlooking the absolutely critical
role of the Soviet Union is absurd,” said
Denis Peschanski, a senior research fellow
at France’s CNRS institute, who has long
studied the evolution of France’s collective
memory of the war.

While the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact ini-
tially established neutrality between
Moscow and Berlin, Hitler’s 1941 invasion of
the Soviet Union led to brutal fighting and
sieges of Russian cities until Stalin was able
to mount a counterattack. The fierce
Russian offensives battered Germany’s mili-
tary might while immobilizing millions of
Nazi soldiers who might have reinforced
the Atlantic coast.

“In 1945, the great ally was Stalin and
the USSR — their role was absolutely clear
for the French,” said Stephane Grimaldi,
director of the Caen Memorial Museum for
World War II in Normandy. “But 50 years
later, it’s the US that won, for the very sim-
ple reason that in the meantime we had the
Cold War,” he said. Hollywood also helped
change perceptions with a string of hit films
starting in the 1960s showing brave
Americans fighting far from home. “If you

look at way it has been portrayed in popu-
lar culture, it’s all about the battle in France
and the Battle of Britain, but World War II
was overwhelmingly Germans and Russians
killing each other,” said Jeremy Shapiro
from the European Council on Foreign
Relations.

For decades, French presidents didn’t
officially commemorate the D-Day land-
ings, when 150,000 Allied soldiers stormed
France’s Atlantic coast by sea and by air.
French Resistance hero and president
Charles de Gaulle refused to honor the
Allied operation in which he was relegated
to a secondary role.

Upon entering Paris in 1944, he cheered
a city “liberated by itself, liberated by its
people” — despite the lines of British and
American tanks behind him “De Gaulle
wanted first and foremost to re-establish
France’s sovereignty, and that meant getting
the Americans out,” Grimaldi said. — AFP 

Who won WWII? Russia’s role
gets short shrift in France 

ATHENS: Battered by the crisis that rav-
aged the rest of Greece, Athens will have a
new mayor today and a challenge to
reverse the fallout from the country’s long
recession. Across the city, the damage from
the economic slowdown is still evident:
abandoned or dilapidated buildings, shut-
tered shops, broken sidewalks, and wide
pockets of drug abuse and prostitution.

Polls for the second round of Greece’s
local elections today see conservative New
Democracy candidate Costas Bakoyannis,
son of a former mayor, with a lead of over
25 points against leftist government candi-
date Nassos Iliopoulos. Frontrunner
Bakoyannis, whose mother Dora was
Athens’ first female mayor ahead of the
2004 Olympics, promises to usher in a
“new era” by focusing on “the “obvious”:
“Safety, cleanliness, lighting.”

“A mayor is not elected to concern him-
self with world peace. A good mayor for
Athens is one... that wakes up the city in

the morning and tucks it in at night,” the
41-year-old candidate, a grandson of for-
mer prime minister Constantine Mitsotakis,
said in a recent interview. Among
Bakoyannis’ pledges is a 54.4-million-euro
($60-million) promenade connecting some
of the capital’s main landmarks, and an
emphasis on playgrounds and cycling
routes.

In addition to wiping out a quarter of
the country’s economic output, the 2010-
2018 crisis also decimated real estate
prices in Athens, as did a succession of vio-
lent anti-austerity demonstrations in the
city centre. Yiorgos Kymionis, a cloth mer-
chant, was among the few who stood their
ground while most fled the area. “It was
difficult at first... residents and business
owners nearly abandoned this district out-
right,” says Kymionis, who opened his shop
at the height of the crisis in 2012. And even
now, most people come downtown to have
a coffee, not to shop, he said.—AFP 

Battered Athens turnaround 
a tall order for new mayor 

SUMULEU CIUC: Pope Francis on the  second day of
a visit to Romania celebrated diversity at a mass yes-
terday attended by tens of thousands of people in a
predominantly ethnic-Hungarian part of the
Transylvania region seen as the highlight of his trip.
The open-air mass was keenly awaited for reasons of
both faith and national identity in majority Orthodox
Romania, where believers suffered under the post-
war decades of Communist rule.

For Catholics in the “Szeklerland” area, where
some 600,000 ethnic-Hungarians comprise a majori-
ty of the population, the pope’s visit was seen as wel-
come recognition of their identity. Under dark skies, a
sea of colorful rain coats formed around the hillside of
the Sumuleu Ciuc shrine as Francis arrived by pope-
mobile.

Golden rose 
In his mass, Francis celebrated “a people whose

wealth is seen (in) its myriad faces, cultures, lan-
guages and traditions” and called on pilgrims not to
be “afraid to mingle, to embrace and to support each
other”. “To go on pilgrimage is to participate in that
somewhat chaotic sea of people that can give us a
genuine experience of fraternity, to be part of a cara-
van that can together, in solidarity, create history,” he
said. Up to 100,000 people were estimated to have
attended the ceremony, which saw the Argentinian
pontiff present a golden rose at the large wooden
replica of the Madonna — a tradition for popes visit-
ing major Marian shrines. “For us, worshippers, it’s a
very beautiful thing to have the pope among us. It’s a
once-in-a-life-time chance,” Iosif Orban, a pilgrim
said. Another man, Alexandru Miron, said he walked
one and a half hours through pouring rain and mud
early yesterday to see the pontiff. “Was it worth it?
Yes,” he said.

Pilgrims from abroad 
Most pilgrims were Romania-based ethnic-

Hungarians, but organizers had said some 25,000
would also travel from Hungary itself, as well as from
Slovakia, Serbia and Ukraine, all countries with size-
able Hungarian communities.

Having come by train, car and bicycle, thousands
of people started gathering late Friday with churches
in the nearby small town of Miercurea Ciuc, 215 kilo-
meters north of Bucharest, staying open all night to
accommodate pilgrims. Between religious chants in
Hungarian, they expressed their hopes for the 82-
year-old’s visit.—AFP 

Pope celebrates
diversity 
in Romania 

MOSCOW: People walk along Arbat
pedestrian street in downtown Moscow
on May 24, 2019, as a portrait of a
Soviet WWII commander Marshal
Georgy Zhukov is seen on a wall. — AFP 


