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Indian Houdini 
feared drowned; 
stunt goes wrong
KOLKATA: An Indian magician who
went missing after being lowered into a
river while tied up with chains and ropes
in a Houdini-inspired stunt is feared
drowned, police said yesterday.
Chanchal Lahiri, known by his stage
name “Jadugar Mandrake” (Wizard
Mandrake), was lowered by winch into
the river in Kolkata on Sunday in a yel-
low and red costume.

But the 40-year-old, his legs and his
arms tightly bound, failed to emerge
from the water, to the horror of onlook-
ers including his family and team mem-
bers. Rescue workers have been scour-
ing the fast-flowing murky waters since
Sunday but he was yet to be found, Syed
Waquar Raza from the river traffic police
told AFP. “We fear he drowned in the

river,” he said. Lahiri told AFP before-
hand that he had successfully pulled off
a similar stunt 21 years ago at the same
venue in the eastern city.

“I was inside a bullet proof glass box
tied with chain and locks and dropped
down from Howrah bridge. Then I came
out within 29 seconds.” He admitted it
would be tough to free himself this time.
“If I can open it up then it will be magic,
but if I can’t it will be tragic,” he said.
He also said he was undertaking the
death-defying stunt to “revive interest
in magic”. When Lahiri tried another
stunt at the river in 2013, he was
assaulted by onlookers who saw him
escape from a locked cage via a door
that was clearly visible.

He was beaten and punched and his
long flowing golden-brown wig was
pulled off by the crowd. Almost a
decade earlier, he declared he would
walk on the river waters but had to beat
a hasty retreat when the act went
wrong. Harry Houdini was a Hungarian-
born American stuntman who became a

sensation in the early 20th century with
daredevil feats including escaping from

a crate lowered into the East River in
New York in 1912. —AFP

KOLKATA: Indian stuntman Chanchal Lahiri, known by his stage name ‘Jadugar
Mandrake’, is lowered into the Ganges river, while tied up with steel chains and
ropes, in Kolkata. —AFP

Joshua Wong:
Poster child of
Hong Kong’s 
‘Umbrella
Movement’
HONG KONG: Joshua Wong was the
unlikely hero who helped lead a move-
ment that inspired hundreds of thou-
sands of Hong Kongers to take over the
city’s streets for two months in 2014
calling for fully free elections. Scrawny,
with gaunt features and a studious
frown, the then 17-year-old spearhead-
ed the mass “Umbrella Movement”
protests, which were a reaction to
restrictions from Beijing on how Hong
Kong’s next leader would be chosen.
Alongside fel low student leaders
Nathan Law and Alex Chow, Wong’s
speeches and calls for civil disobedi-
ence electrified the crowds but the
movement failed to win any conces-
sions from China or Hong Kong’s pro-
Beijing leaders.

He captured the attention of the
world in his casting as David against the
Goliath of the Chinese Communist
Party, and was hailed as one of the
world’s most influential figures by Time,
Fortune and Foreign Policy magazines.
He even became the subject of Netflix
documentary “Teenager vs
Superpower”, released in 2017. Born to

middle-class Christian parents Grace
and Roger Wong, he began his life of
activism aged just 13 with a protest
against plans for a high-speed rail link
between Hong Kong and the mainland.

At the age of just 15, Wong cam-
paigned successfully for Hong Kong to
drop a pro-China “National Education”
program, rallying a crowd of 120,000 to
blockade the city’s parliament for 10
days. In many ways he pioneered a
protest method that has since been
embraced by Hong Kong’s protest
movement-seizing streets in non-violent
civil disobedience-after years of peace-
ful rallies failed to achieve much. But he
has paid for his activism. Prosecutors
came after him and many of the
Umbrella Movement’s leaders. 

‘The city I love’
In mid-May he was sentenced to two

months on a contempt charge after
pleading guilty to obstructing the clear-
ance of a major protest camp in 2014.
He was also convicted in a second pros-
ecution related to the storming of a
government forecourt during the 2014
protests.  He spent some time behind
bars for that case, but in the end the
city’s top court ruled that community
service was sufficient punishment.

Alongside Nathan Law and Alex Chow
he went on to found the political party
Demosisto which campaigns for more
self-determination for Hong Kong but not
independence-a clear red line to Beijing.
His demands have been both consistent
and fairly simple: that Hong Kongers
should get to decide their city’s fate, not
communist party officials in Beijing.

Since the end of the Umbrella
Movement, he has been denied entry
into Malaysia and Thailand, attacked in
the street, and abused by pro-China
protesters in Taiwan. But he has said he
will fight on. In an article written for
Time Magazine from prison last week-
as historic protests gripped the city
once more over an deeply divisive
extradition law-he wrote: “My lack of
freedom today is a price I knew I would
have to pay for the city I love.” He
stepped back into the fray yesterday
when authorities released him just one
month into his prison term.

Authorities did not confirm whether
the decision was procedural or a ges-
ture to protestors. He immediately
called for Hong Kong’s pro-Beijing
leader Carrie Lam to step down over
her role pushing for the controversial
extradition bill and vowed to join the
protests. “She is no longer qualified to
be Hong Kong’s leader,” Wong told
reporters. “She must take the blame and
resign, be held accountable and step
down.” “After leaving jail today I will
also fight with all Hong Kongers to
oppose the evil China extradition law,”
he added.  —AFP

Sara: Israeli 
premier’s scandal
plagued wife
JERUSALEM: Sara Netanyahu the wife
of Israel’s prime minister, who was con-
victed Sunday of misusing public funds,
has long been the target - with her hus-
band - of corruption and mismanage-
ment allegations. With her shoulder-
length blonde hair and always made-up
face, she is widely said to be at the heart
of decision-making for everything from
who should head the spy agency
Mossad to the list of parliamentary can-
didates in her husband’s Likud party.

But her supporters - first and fore-
most her husband Benjamin Netanyahu -
accuse the media of a witch-hunt, claim-
ing she has no say in public affairs and
devotes her energies to helping those in
need. Born in a town in northern Israel,
her father was a poet author and educa-
tor. Sara, now 60, served in the Israeli
military before studying psychology. She
was married to a member of a kibbutz
between 1980-1987, and met Netanyahu
while working as an air stewardess for

the Israeli flag carrier El Al after her
divorce.

She married Netanyahu in 1991 and
the pair have two sons: Avner, who keeps
away from the public eye, and the older
and outspoken Yair, who vehemently
defends his parents and his father’s poli-
cies while savaging opponents on social
media. While present at many of her
husband’s public events and overseas
trips, Sara also holds a part-time posi-
tion as an educational psychologist for
the Jerusalem municipality. Recordings
of her screaming at cleaning staff in the
prime minister’s official Jerusalem resi-
dence reached the press, causing waves
of contempt but also concern for her
emotional health.

Sara Netanyahu is being sued by a
former cleaner who claims the premier’s
wife mistreated her. In 2016 a court
awarded some $47,000 in damages to
another former housekeeper who had
accused Sara of repeated workplace
abuse. Sara Netanyahu’s conviction on
Sunday for using public funds to pay for
meals brought an end to a trial that
risked further exposing the Netanyahu’s
lifestyle, which critics say is a combina-
tion of luxury wed with pathological
stinginess.

‘Punching bag for media’ 
Benjamin Netanyahu - a millionaire -

is also facing possible indictment for
bribery, fraud and breach of trust in the
months ahead.  In one case, the premier
and his wife are suspected of having
received luxury gifts, including cigars
and champagne, from wealthy individu-
als, including Hollywood producer Arnon
Milchan, in exchange for financial or per-
sonal favors. On Saturday Netanyahu -
who is gearing up for September polls
after failing to form a coalition following
April general elections - took to
Facebook to defend his wife.

He denied that Sara was involved in
Israeli public affairs, describing her as
a “real heroine” who was “a punching
bag for the media”. “Anyone who is
not appointed to a position, or anyone
who is  dismissed from a posit ion,
knows what to do: Attack Sara,” he
wrote. “The facts and the truth do not
matter at all . Sara has long been a
punchbag for the media,” Netanyahu
said. He detailed her work with “chil-
dren with cancer, bereaved
famil ies. . .Holocaust survivors, and
many other people in need”.  “My
beloved wife, you are a real heroine,”
concluded Netanyahu. —AFP

Indian doctors stage 
nationwide strike over 
‘inhuman’ conditions
NEW DELHI: Hundreds of thousands of doctors
across India went on strike yesterday demanding
better working conditions, the country’s top med-
ical body said, as the outrage over lax security con-
ditions at hospitals escalated. The nationwide
protests, affecting hundreds of hospitals, started
after an attack at a medical college in West Bengal
state a week ago. 

The attack left three junior doctors seriously
injured after a dispute with a family whose relative
had died. The incident resonated with Indian doc-
tors, many of whom are poorly paid and over-
worked compared with their foreign counterparts.

Thousands of doctors protested outside hospi-
tals across India yesterday, holding placards and
wearing black arm bands and bloodied mock band-
ages. The Indian Medical Association (IMA), that
represents more than 300,000 doctors and half-a-
million junior doctors, medical students and other
staff, said almost all of its members, apart from
those providing emergency services, have joined
the protests.

“Practically, the entire medical fraternity is on
strike,” Dr RV Asokan, the IMA’s honorary general
secretary said yesterday. “Everybody is on the
street.” The IMA is demanding tougher punish-
ments for those who attack doctors, as well as
higher recruitment to support the overworked staff.
A doctor in an outpatient unit in India often saw
more than 100 patients in a day, Asokan said, and
despite tens of thousands of junior doctors gradu-
ating every year, many were out of work.

“The workload of doctors is inhuman,” he said.
“The government is not recruiting enough.”
Doctors, who have been protesting in West Bengal
ever since the attack a week ago, were due to hold
talks with the government after the state authorities
permitted the media to cover the meeting. There
were queues at Ernakulam Government Hospital in
the southern state of Kerala yesterday morning, as
patients waited to consult the limited number of
doctors who were on duty. —Reuters

VATICAN CITY: A Vatican document yesterday said
the Church should consider ordaining older married
men as priests in remote areas of the Amazon, a his-
toric shift which some say could pave the way for their
use in other areas where clergy are scarce. The rec-
ommendation, contained in a working document pre-
pared by the Vatican for a synod of bishops from the
Amazon scheduled for October, also called for some
kind of “official ministry” for women in the area,
although it did not elaborate.

It was the most direct mention ever in a Vatican doc-
ument of the possibility of a married priesthood, albeit
limited, and a greater ministerial role for women in one
area of the world. The document spoke of the possibili-
ty of ordaining what are known as “viri probati” - Latin
for men of proven character - to deal with the shortage

of priests. Such men would be elderly, outstanding
members of the local Catholic community and with
grown-up families.

“While affirming that celibacy is a gift for the
Church, there have been requests that, for the most
remote areas of the region, (the Church) studies the
possibility of conferring priestly ordination on elderly
men, preferably indigenous, respected and accepted
members of their communities,” the document said. It
said such men could be ordained “even if they already
have an established and stable family, in order to guar-
antee the sacraments that accompany and sustain
Christian life.”

Only priests can say Mass or hear confessions,
meaning that Catholics in isolated communities in the
Amazon can go for many months without participating

in either of the sacraments. Monsignor Fabio Fabene,
undersecretary of the Vatican department that organ-
izes synods, told Reuters that in responses to ques-
tionnaires to bishops in the region, there had been
“very widespread” requests for “Viri Probati” to be
considered.

Some Catholic scholars have said the approval of
“viri probati” in the Amazon may eventually pave the
way for their use elsewhere in the world as a response
to the shortage of priests.

Pope Francis, in an interview with a German news-
paper in 2017, said he was willing to consider ordaining
“viri probati” men as priests in isolated communities.
He has also mentioned their possible use on remote
Pacific islands.

But he ruled out a general opening the priesthood to

all married men or watering down the Catholic Church’s
commitment to celibacy, seen as a virtue that frees
priests to devote their lives fully to serve God. The syn-
od on Oct 6-27 at the Vatican will include bishops and
other representatives, including indigenous peoples,
from Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia,
Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname and French Guyana.

At the end of their conference, participants will vote
on various articles in a final document, which will then
go to the pope, who will decide whether to make it an
official Apostolic Exhortation based on the synod
meetings. The document also issues a strong defense
for the protection of the environment in the Amazon,
deforestation, illegal mining and development projects
that threaten native cultures and the delicate ecosystem
vital for the planet.  —Reuters

Church mulls ‘viri probati’ to deal with shortage of priests

In historic shift, Vatican to consider 
married priests for Amazon region

JERUSALEM: Sara Netanyahu, wife of
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
leaves the Magistrate’s Court in Jerusalem,
following her conviction of fraudulently
using state funds for meals. —AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong democracy activist Joshua Wong (center) leaves Lai Chi
Kok Correctional Institute in Hong Kong yesterday.  —AFP 

Hong Kong protests 
a rare defeat for Xi
BEIJING: China’s powerful President Xi Jinping has been
dealt a rare setback with the suspension of unpopular leg-
islation in Hong Kong following massive protests, but
Beijing could bite back by tightening its grip on the semi-
autonomous city, according to analysts. Hundreds of thou-
sands of protesters returned to the streets of Hong Kong
on Sunday, calling for the resignation of the territory’s pro-
Beijing leader Carrie Lam-even after she suspended a
deeply unpopular bill that would have allowed extraditions
to the mainland. 

Xi is not used to such challenges, having consolidated
his power and tightened his grip on civil society on the
mainland since taking office in 2012. But Hong Kongers
defiantly demonstrated en masse in the past week against a
bill that was seen as another sign of the Chinese
Communist Party’s growing influence in the city, which
should enjoy its own laws and certain liberties such as free-
dom of speech until 2047 under the terms of its handover
from Britain to China in 1997. 

“It’s a massive repudiation of the idea that Hong Kong
will be effectively, over time, fully absorbed into mainland
China,” said Bill Bishop, publisher of the Sinocism China
Newsletter. “The party under Xi has become more worri-
some and that’s certainly a rejection of not just Xi but the
party overall,” Bishop said.

Beijing has sought to distance itself from the unrest,
saying the bill was the brainchild of the Hong Kong gov-
ernment and portraying the violent demonstrations last
week as a “riot” backed by foreign forces, while censors
have worked to block discussion on social media. Experts
say Lam would not have pushed the legislation without
guidance from her backers on the mainland, and on
Monday Beijing said it will “continue to firmly support”
the beleaguered chief executive.

But Xi himself has been physically distant: Away on a visit
to Central Asia as protests turned violent on Wednesday,
and returning on Sunday evening when hundreds of thou-
sands flooded the streets again. “This is a defeat for Xi
Jinping,” said Victoria Hui, a native Hong Konger and associ-
ate professor in political science at the University of Notre
Dame in the United States. “People don’t believe that Carrie
Lam would on her own accord try to rush through some-
thing that is not even in the Basic Law,” Hui said. —AFP


