
They came in the dead of night; no
one saw them and nobody knew
they were there. Moments later,

the Japanese ninja museum was miss-
ing a safe full of cash. Under cover of
darkness, thieves vanished with the
150-kilogramme (330-pound) strongbox
containing around $9,500, paid as

admission fees to the Iga-ryu Ninja
Museum in central Japan. The museum
is dedicated to the legend of the ninja
— the covert martial arts masters and
agents of sabotage who prowled the
shadows in feudal times, and were
famous for secrecy and stealth. But
police called to investigate the crime

found that the culprits had been less
than subtle — having forced their way
into the museum office with a crowbar,
Kyodo News agency reported. 

The safe, which was stolen in the ear-
ly hours of yesterday, contained takings
from around 1,100 weekend visitors, the
Asahi Shimbun daily reported. The
museum, in Iga, features a traditional
ninja house and offers interactive expe-
riences, allowing visitors to learn about
ninja skills, throw star-shaped weapons,
and watch ninja shows. Iga, which is
350 kilometers (220 miles) southwest of
Tokyo, is home to one of the two most
famous ninja clans. The city’s Mie
University set up the world’s first
research Centre devoted to ninja in
2017, and opened a graduate course a
year later. — AFP 
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Remains of the two millenia-old site of Jabal Maragha that was ravaged by gold hunters are scattered on the sand in
the desert of Bayouda, some 270 kms (170 miles) north of the Sudanese capital Khartoum. — AFP photos

A makeshift mosque, consisting of stones lined up by gold hunters is pictured at the two millenia-old site of Jabal
Maragha in the desert of Bayouda.

In a crime worthy of the legendary ninja, a
safe containing more than $9,500 has been
stolen from a Japanese museum dedicated to
the martial arts experts.— AFP

Agroup of Cirque du Soleil credi-
tors has announced it will take
control of the heavily indebted

Canadian circus troupe. Suitors had
until today  to better the proposal of the
dozen lenders, led by the Canadian
fund Catalyst Capital Group. The
world’s most famous circus troupe,
placed under the protection of the
courts, later said that the proposal-esti-
mated at more than $1.2 billion-had not
been topped, according to Canadian
media. The creditors’ offer will still have
to be validated by the Quebec courts in
the coming weeks. According to the
Globe and Mail, the creditors will inject
$300 million to $375 million into the cir-
cus and also agree to reduce the cir-
cus’s guaranteed debt from $1.1 billion
to $300 million.  Gabriel de Alba, man-
aging director of Catalyst, welcomed
the “great result for Cirque”, its employ-
ees, artists and partners, in an email
sent to AFP.

“Now with the company’s recent
missteps put behind, we are eager to
close the transaction quickly and sup-
port the company as it rekindles the
magic and artistry that have made
Cirque du Soleil an iconic global brand
and creative force,” he said. Founded
in Quebec in 1984, the troupe of acro-
bats had to cancel 44 productions
around the world in March, due to the
coronavirus pandemic. It has laid off
4,679 acrobats and technicians, 95
percent of its employees. The agree-
ment with the group of creditors,
announced in mid-July, replaces the
takeover offer that it concluded at the
end of June with its current sharehold-
ers, the American TPG and Chinese
Fosun, as well as the Caisse de
deposit and placement of Quebec
(CDPQ).— AFP

When a team of archaeologists
deep in the deserts of Sudan
arrived at the ancient site of

Jabal Maragha last month, they
thought they were lost. The site had
vanished. But they hadn’t made a
mistake. In fact, gold-hunters with
giant diggers had destroyed almost
all sign of the two millenia-old site.
“They had only one goal in digging
here-to find gold,” said shocked
archaeologist Habab Idriss Ahmed,
who had painstakingly excavated the
historic location in 1999. “They did
something crazy; to save time, they
used heavy machinery.” In the bak-
ing-hot desert of Bayouda, some 270
kilometers (170 miles) north of the
capital Khartoum, the team discov-
ered two mechanical diggers and five
men at work.

They had dug a vast trench 17
meters (55 feet) deep, and 20 meters
long. The rust-coloured sand was
scarred with tyre tracks, some cut
deep into the ground, from the trucks
that transported the equipment. The

site, dating from the Meroitic period
between 350 BC and 350 AD, was
either a small settlement or a check-
point. Since the diggers came, hardly
anything remains. “They had com-
pletely excavated it, because the
ground is composed of layers of
sandstone and pyrite,” said Hatem al-
Nour, Sudan’s director of antiquities
and museums.  “And as this rock is
metallic their detector would start
ringing. So they thought there was
gold.”

Escape justice 
Next to the huge gash in the

ground, the diggers had piled up
ancient cylindrical stones on top of
each other to prop up a roof for their
dining room. The archaeologists were
accompanied by a police escort, who
took the treasure-hunters to a police
station-but they were freed within
hours. “They should have been put in
jail and their machines confiscated.
There are laws,” said Mahmoud al-
Tayeb, a former expert from Sudan’s
antiquities department. Instead, the
men left without charge, and their dig-
gers were released too. “It is the sad-
dest thing,” said Tayeb, who is also a
professor of archaeology at the
University of Warsaw.

Tayeb believes that the real culprit
is the workers’ employer, someone
who can pull strings and circumvent
justice. Sudan’s archaeologists warn
that this was not a unique case, but
part of a systematic looting of ancient
sites. At Sai, a 12-kilometre-long river
island in the Nile, hundreds of graves
have been ransacked and destroyed

by looters. Some of them date back to
the times of the pharaohs. Sudan’s
ancient civilizations built more pyra-
mids than the Egyptians, but many
are still unexplored. Now, in hundreds
of remote places ranging from ceme-
teries to temples, desperate diggers
are hunting for anything to improve
their daily lives.

Gold fever 
Sudan is Africa’s third largest pro-

ducer of gold, after South Africa and
Ghana, with commercial mining bring-
ing in $1.22 billion to the government
last year. In the past, people also tried
their luck by panning for gold at the
city of Omdurman, across the river
from Khartoum, where the waters of
the White and Blue Niles meet. “We
used to see older people with small
sieves like the ones women use for
sifting flour at home,” Tayeb said,
recalling times when he was a boy.
“They used them to look for gold.”

But the gold they found was in tiny
quantities. Then in the late 1990s,
people saw archaeologists using met-
al detectors for their scientific
research. “When people saw archeol-
ogists digging and finding things,
they were convinced there was gold.”

‘Reason for pride’ 
Even worse, local authorities have

encouraged the young and unem-
ployed to hunt for treasures while
wealthy businessmen bring in
mechanical diggers alongside. “Out
of a thousand more or less well-
known sites in Sudan, at least a hun-
dred have been destroyed or dam-
aged,” said Nour. “There is one
policeman for 30 sites... and he has
no communication equipment or ade-
quate means of transport.” For Tayeb,
the root problem is not a lack of secu-
rity, but rather the government’s prior-
ities. “It’s not a question of police-
men,” he said. “It is a serious matter
of how do you treat your history, your
heritage? This is the main problem. 

But heritage is not a high priority for
the government, so what can one do?”
The destruction of the sites is an extra
tragedy for a country long riven by
civil war between rival ethnic groups,
destroying a common cultural identity
of a nation. “This heritage is vital for
the unity of the Sudanese,” Nour said.
“Their history gives them a reason for
pride.”— AFP

Mahmoud Al-Tayeb, a former expert from
Sudan’s antiquities department, speaks
during an interview with AFP.

Dried out tree trunks are pictured at the two millenia-old
site of Jabal Maragha in the desert of Bayouda that was
ravaged by gold hunters.

Remains of the two millenia-old site of Jabal Maragha that was ravaged by gold hunters are scattered on the sand in the desert of Bayouda.

A vast trench dug by gold hunters is pictured at the dev-
astated two millenia-old site of Jabal Maragha, in the
desert of Bayouda.

Archaeologist Habab Idriss Ahmed (right) and Mahmoud
Al-Tayeb, a former expert from Sudan’s antiquities
department, inspect stones stacked up on top of each
other to prop up a roof for a dining room to be used by
gold hunters.

Archaeologist Habab Idriss Ahmed (right)
and Mahmoud A-Tayeb, a former expert
from Sudan’s antiquities department,
inspect stones stacked up on top of each
other to prop up a roof for a dining room
to be used by gold hunters.


