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Chicago authorities on Tuesday dropped the charges
against a US television actor accused of fabricating
a hate crime, in a shock move that enraged the

city’s police and mayor, who dismissed it as a “white-
wash.” Prosecutors said they had shelved all 16 felony
charges against “Empire” star Jussie Smollett in exchange
for an agreement that he carry out community service and
forfeit a $10,000 bond payment. But Smollett’s lawyers
claimed there was no such agreement, and that the actor
was the victim of a rush to judgment. 

“There is no deal. The state dismissed the charges,”
attorney Patricia Holmes said as the actor celebrated with
family, whose claim that Smollett had been vindicated was
flatly rejected by the police. The 36-year-old, one of the
main cast members on Fox musical drama “Empire”
alongside Taraji P Henson, was accused of masterminding
a hoax attack in downtown Chicago to gain publicity and
secure a bigger paycheck. 

He reported to police that he was attacked in the mid-
dle of the night in January by two masked men while
walking near his home. Smollett maintained his innocence
in the face of a damning public account from authorities’
of their case against him. They accused him of sending
himself a threatening letter and hiring two acquaintances
to stage the attack, complete with homophobic and racial
slurs, while invoking Donald Trump’s “Make America
Great Again” slogan.

“I have been truthful and consistent on every single
level since day one,” Smollett, who is black and gay, said
at a brief news conference. “This has been an incredibly
difficult time,” he added, “Honestly, one of the worst in my
entire life.” Chicago’s police chief and mayor, both visibly

angry, denounced the decision to drop the case and
countered Smollett’s insistence of his innocence.  “This is
a whitewash of justice,” Mayor Rahm Emanuel, a former
congressman and White House chief-of-staff, told a hasti-
ly-arranged news conference. “Mr Smollett is still saying
that he is innocent, still running down the Chicago Police
Department. How dare (he)?” the mayor added. 

‘We did not exonerate’ 
The prosecutor’s office offered little explanation at

first for suddenly reversing course before finally charac-
terized its decision as a routine one carried out in thou-
sands of cases.  “This is not a new or unusual practice. An
alternative disposition does not mean that there were any
problems or infirmities with the case or the evidence,” the
Cook County State Attorney’s office said in a statement. 

“We stand behind the Chicago Police Department’s
investigation and our decision to approve charges in this
case. We did not exonerate Mr Smollett.” Authorities have
said there is enough evidence to back up their case,
including surveillance camera footage, text messages,
phone records, and a cashed check Smollett wrote to
brothers Ola and Abel Osundairo, both of whom worked
on “Empire,” to carry out the alleged plan.

“I think this city is still owed an apology,” Chicago
police chief Eddie Johnson said Tuesday. “They chose to
hide behind secrecy and broker a deal to circumvent the
judicial system,” he said. “I stand behind the detective’s
investigation.” Holmes, Smollett’s lawyer, acknowledged
that the brothers had admitted carrying out the attack,
but accused police of using “the press to convict people
before they’re tried in a court of law.”

“We believe that it was the correct result in this case.
We are very happy with this result,” she said. The initial
news of the attack had prompted widespread sympathy
for Smollett and outrage over the nature of the alleged
crime. But the star was written out of the last two
episodes of the most recent season of “Empire” — which
is set in New York but filmed in Chicago — amid uproar
over the accusations against him. 

Smollett said he wanted “nothing more than to just get
back to work and move on with my life.”  His family
described him as “an innocent man whose name and char-
acter has been unjustly smeared” in a statement published
by the ABC News. Fox producers said Tuesday they were
“gratified that all charges against him have been dis-
missed” but would not comment on whether he would
return to the show. —AFP 

Case dropped against Smollett  accused of hate attack hoax

Actor Jussie Smollett speaks with members of the media after his court appearance at Leighton Courthouse on March 26,
2019 in Chicago, Illinois. — AFP photos 

The Chinese release of Bohemian
Rhapsody, a biopic on British rock
band Queen, has left many in

China’s gay community disheartened, as
censors scrubbed a key part of the pro-
tagonist’s story — his sexuality. Multiple
gay scenes in the film about iconic musi-
cian Freddie Mercury were dropped,
including a pivotal moment when he
comes out to his wife. Romantic scenes
between two men, such as a kiss shared by
Mercury and his personal assistant, were
also erased.

“The Chinese release is no different
from a fabricated story,” said Hua Zile,
founder of Voice of China LGBT, a media
and advocacy platform for China’s gay
community with over a million followers on
Twitter-like Weibo. The censored film
“disrespects the real experience of the
character”, he told AFP. “For gay people in
the country, this is a huge regret.”

In China, it is common for films to
undergo a strict approval process and see
scenes cut before receiving a greenlight
for release. Gay-themed films often strug-
gle to make it into movie theatres, while
same-sex relationships are banned from
television screens and gay content is for-
bidden on online streaming platforms.
China only decriminalized homosexuality
in 1997, and withdrew it from its list of
mental illnesses in 2001. Same-sex mar-
riage remains illegal. But restrictions on
LGBT-themed films and online content
have increased over the past few years,
say LGBT advocacy groups.

“For the LGBT community, this is a set-
back,” said Duan, media manager at the
Beijing LGBT Center, who gave his sur-
name only, citing the sensitivity of the

matter. “There is no way to freely spread
or share (LGBT) related content,” he told
AFP, adding that the organization has
struggled to upload advocacy videos on
streaming sites. Other LGBT-themed films
have faced similar restrictions as
Bohemian Rhapsody, though it can be dif-
ficult to “know where the line is,” added
Hua. 

Last year, Oscar-winning “Call Me by
Your Name”, a story of a summer romance
between two young men in Italy, was
pulled from the Beijing International Film
Festival. In May, online video service
MangoTV cut out a gay-themed dance
from its broadcast of the Eurovision con-
test. The video platform also censored the
Chinese subtitles of Rami Malek’s speech
when he won the best actor Oscar for his
performance as Freddie Mercury. 

In a recently uploaded video of the
award speech, the Chinese subtitles simply
ignore Malek’s line on creating a film
about “a gay man”. Still, despite the cen-
sorship, Chinese moviegoers have
embraced Bohemian Rhapsody, which is
ranked in the top five after its release last
week. According to the China Movie Data
Information Network, an official site that
tracks ticket sales, the Queen biopic has
netted around 53.7 million yuan ($8 mil-
lion) so far.

For some viewers, especially those who
were not familiar with Queen and
Mercury’s story, the censorship was not
apparent enough to take away from the
experience. “I didn’t realize it was cen-
sored,” said Dian Dian, a moviegoer in
Beijing who saw the film on Wednesday. “I
just thought they had shot it in a very sub-
tle way.” — AFP 

China release of Bohemian Rhapsody
disappoints gay community

A woman rides an escalator past a poster for the film Bohemian Rhapsody at a movie the-
ater in Beijing. — AFP 

After spending the winter months hibernating inside a fridge at a
rescue centre in Belarus, a group of bats awaken and are released
into the wild. To ensure a good winter’s sleep, each bat was

tucked up inside a cloth bag by volunteers at the centre, then hung up
inside an ordinary domestic fridge — giving them just the right amount
of moisture and cold. The Kozhanopolis centre, which is located in
Minsk, takes in bats that are found by members of the public after strug-
gling to find a safe place to hibernate.

“In winter, bats fall into a very deep sleep and for hibernation, they
need fairly cold and moist environments,” says the centre’s head, Alexei
Shpak. “They fly into people’s balconies, into apartment block entrances,
ventilation shafts, cellars and so on. Sometimes people just find them on
the ground in the snow.” The right conditions for a bat to hibernate are
temperatures between zero and five degrees Celsius (32 to 42
Fahrenheit) and moisture levels of more than 50 percent, and the bat
shelter has found an easy way of providing these. “That’s exactly what a
fridge does. Just the most ordinary fridge,” says Shpak. 

The centre only has one fridge but it has enough space for the 32
bats that spent the winter hung up in bags.  Some of the bats at the cen-
tre are “old-timers” who have been sleeping in the fridge since mid-
December, he says. The bats are two different types found across
Europe: parti-colored bats and serotine bats.

Hand-fed with grubs
The centre has no state funding but has premises provided by a state

educational facility and equipment paid for by crowd-funding. With the
arrival of spring and as outside temperatures rise above 10 degrees
Celsius (10 degrees Fahrenheit), Shpak and the three other volunteers at
the centre carefully remove the bats from their cloth bags so that they
wake up naturally. “When they sense a higher temperature, their body
temperature starts going up a little bit and they wake up,” Shpak says.
The black bats stretch their wings as they get a weigh-in to check they
are healthy. They are hand-fed with grubs and given a drink of water
through pipettes to bring up their strength.

In the evening, a procession of interested locals follow Shpak and
the volunteers to a city park where they gently coax the bats onto
trees, from where they will return to their previous haunts. Those
watching talk about their prejudices about bats and how seeing them
released back into the wild has changed their feelings. Anna, a school
teacher who came with her small daughter, smiles as she talks about

getting close to the bats. “They’re so ugly, really, but when you pick
them up, they’re very pleasant to touch, so small and furry. And you
realize this is a kind of miracle.” —AFP

After spending winter in a fridge,
Minsk bats return to the wild

Cloth bags with the bats inside hang in a fridge prior to their awakening after winter
hibernating at a bat rescue centre in Minsk. — AFP photos 

Alexei Shpak, the head of a bat rescue centre, weighs a bat as
it wakes up after spending the winter months hibernating
inside a fridge.

A bat is released into the wild after spending the winter months hibernating.

A volunteer gives a bat a drink.

Thousands of pieces of antique silver that a
Russian aristocratic family hid from the
Bolsheviks have gone on public display for the

first time in the former imperial capital of Saint
Petersburg after being found by builders. More than
2,000 silver items made by Russia’s finest jewelers and
valued at more than $2 million (about 1.8 million euros)
are being shown at the Tsarskoye Selo palace, one of
the former residences of the tsars that is now a museum.

The trove of silver — including a tea set, ornamen-
tal figures, trays and cutlery — once belonged to the
aristocratic Narshykin family, one of the country’s
richest, who were forced to flee abroad after the 1917
Revolution. For more than a century, the silver lay hid-
den in a mansion in Saint Petersburg that had once
belonged to the family. “A discovery of this sort is
extremely rare: a treasure trove that is complete, that
all belonged to the same family and is very well pre-

served. It’s unique,” said Olga Taratynova, the head of
the Tsarskoye Selo palace museum.

The hidden collection was discovered by accident
in 2012 during repair work on the city centre mansion.
Builders broke through a brick wall and found a secret
room containing packing cases full of treasure. Local
media reported that the builders tried to steal the sil-
ver but were caught red-handed. Last year, the
Russian state handed the whole trove to the Tsarskoye
Selo museum. The collection was in near-perfect con-
dition because it was stored carefully wrapped in
newspaper and tissue paper soaked in acetic acid.”At
the time, all these were objects of everyday use for
one of the richest families of Russia,” said Taratynova,
describing the silver as of “enormous artistic value,”
particularly the tea set, which was made by the jewel-
ers of the royal court. — AFP 

Long-lost treasure of Russian
aristocrats displayed for first time

A view of pieces of the treasure once belonged to the Narshykin aristocratic family, which was discovered in 2012 dur-
ing a restoration of an 18th century mansion in Saint Petersburg, during a media event at the Tsarskoye Selo palace
museum in Pushkin. — AFP photos 


