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In this file photo US actor Johnny Depp (second right) leaves with members of his team including lawyer Adam Waldman (left) after day eight of his libel
trial against News Group Newspapers (NGN) at the High Court in London.

Hollywood star Johnny Depp yester-
day lost a libel lawsuit against
British newspaper The Sun for

branding him a “wife-beater” in a case
that laid bare his chaotic lifestyle and
shattered his global reputation. Judge
Andrew Nicol dismissed the 57-year-
old’s claim at the High Court in London,
saying the article had been proven to be
“substantially true”. “Although he has
proved the necessary elements of his
cause of action in libel, the defendants
(News Group Newspapers Ltd) have
shown that what they published in the
meaning which I have held the words to
bear was substantially true,” he added.

The Sun welcomed the ruling, saying
it had “stood up and campaigned for the
victims of domestic abuse for over 20
years”. “Domestic abuse victims must
never be silenced and we thank the
judge for his careful consideration and
thank Amber Heard for her courage in
giving evidence to the court,” it added.
The “Pirates of the Caribbean” actor
sued NGN and the author of the article
over claims he was violent to Heard dur-
ing their volatile two-year marriage. The
case was dubbed “the biggest English
libel trial of the 21st century” and the
legal odds had appeared to be stacked
in Depp’s favor.

England’s ancient defamation law
puts the burden of proof on the media
and remains one of the strictest in the
Western world. NGN relied on the
defense of truth, arguing it had a valid
basis for the  2018 story by detailing 14
alleged instances of Depp abusing
Heard. But Depp brought the action
because he said The Sun’s allegations
had done a “disservice” to the #MeToo
movement it was trying to support, his
lawyer David Sherborne said. His client
was “cited in the same breath as dis-
graced film mogul Harvey Weinstein”, he

added. “That is why he has come here-to
clear his name.”

Heard said she stood by her testimo-
ny and put her faith in British justice,
even though she had not instigated pro-
ceedings. Legal experts considered
Depp had no choice but to sue, as in the
current era, accusations of domestic vio-
lence would do more damage to his
career than details of his substance
abuse.

Excruciating detail 
The 16 days of proceedings in July,

which both parties attended, exposed
the couple’s troubled relationship in
excruciatingly minute detail. Depp
released a graphic photo showing a sev-
ered fingertip that he claimed Heard
caused by throwing a vodka bottle at him
during a violent row. Heard, a 34-year-
old model and actress, claimed Depp
injured his fingertip, which was later reat-
tached, when he smashed a telephone
into the wall during the argument. Depp
admitted writing a message to Heard on
the wall and floor with flowing blood, and
then dipping his finger into a can of paint
to continue writing when the bleeding
stopped. Another episode involved fae-

ces found in the couple’s marital bed,
which Depp said was left there as a sick
joke by either Heard or one of her
friends. Depp admitted laughing about it
when a friend texted him photos of the
faeces with the inscription “Amber Turd”.

But despite Heard blaming the inci-
dent on the couple’s pet dog, Depp said
he knew then that his marriage was
effectively finished. The judge also
forced Depp to face days of withering

cross-examination in which the star
admitted to only hazily remembering
some events because he was high on
drugs. Depp vehemently rejected accu-
sations he hurt Heard while battling a
drug addiction over a three-year span
that ended with her 2016 decision to get
a restraining order and file for divorce.
He and his legal team branded Heard a
manipulative fantasist who made up the
allegations for money and personal fame
to destroy his life. Heard, for her part,
said she loved the sober Depp but he
became a “monster” after days-long
binges on powerful prescription and oth-
er drugs.— AFP

Iconic Scottish actor Sean Connery,
who has died at the age of 90, suf-
fered from dementia in his final years,

his widow Micheline Roquebrune
revealed on Sunday. Connery, famous
for playing the original on-screen
James Bond, passed away at his home
in the Bahamas, prompting an outpour-
ing of tributes. He died peacefully in his
sleep surrounded by family members,
his widow Micheline Roquebrune told
the Mail on Sunday. “I was with him all
the time and he just slipped away,” the
91-year-old told the newspaper. “He
had dementia and it took its toll on him.
He got his final wish to slip away with-
out any fuss. “It was no life for him. He
was not able to express himself latter-
ly.” Connery will be honored in a private
funeral ceremony, with a memorial
event to be held later, according to a
publicist. 

The actor, who was knighted in 2000,
won numerous awards during his
decades-spanning career encompass-
ing an array of big-screen hits, including
an Oscar, three Golden Globes and two
Bafta awards. But it was his smooth,
Scottish-accented portrayal of the suave
licensed-to-kill spy 007 that earned him
lasting worldwide fame and adoration.
The first actor to utter the unforgettable
“Bond, James Bond”, Connery made six
official films as novelist Ian Fleming’s
creation, giving what many still consider
to be the definitive portrayal. Former
007 actor Pierce Brosnan joined the
flood of weekend tributes to the Scottish
actor, who he said “led the way for us all
who followed in your iconic foot steps”.

“You were my greatest James Bond
as a boy, and as a man who became
James Bond himself, you cast a long
shadow of cinematic splendor that will
l ive on forever,” Brosnan added.
Meanwhile US President Donald Trump,
like Connery a golf fanatic, took to
Twitter to praise the big-screen star
after he passed “on to even greener
fairways”. “He was quite a guy, and a
tough character,” Trump added, claim-
ing Connery had once helped one of his
Scottish developments win approval by
saying “let him build the damn thing”.
“He was so highly regarded & respect-
ed in Scotland and beyond that years of
future turmoil was avoided.”

‘Model of a man’ 
Connery, born in Edinburgh in 1930,

married French artist Roquebrune in
1974, a year after he divorced first wife
Diane Cilento. The couple first met in
Morocco in 1970. They had lived out-
side his native Britain for decades, pre-

viously owning a home in the Spanish
resort of Marbella and then in the
Bahamas. In one of the last photo-
graphs said to have been taken of the
007 legend, and published by the Mail
on Sunday, Connery can be seen clasp-
ing the hand of a smiling Roquebrune.

The picture was taken on the pair’s
45th wedding anniversary on May 6,
according to the paper. “He was gor-
geous and we had a wonderful life
together,” the Tunisian-born widow said.
“He was a model of a man. It is going to
be very hard without him, I know that.
But it could not last forever and he went
peacefully.”— AFP

In this file photo Actors Johnny Depp (left) and Amber Heard attend the Los Angeles Premiere of “The
Danish Girl”, in Westwood, California.

This photo shows gardeners preparing to climb up the tower of the Angkor Wat temple to remove
tree saplings growing on the temple’s exterior in Siem Reap province. — AFP photos

Tourists walking past the Angkor Wat temple in Siem Reap province.

In this file photo taken on December 07, 2004
British actor Sean Connery and his wife,
Micheline Roquebrune, arrive for the presenta-
tion of “Alexendre,” directed by Oliver Stone, dur-
ing the 44th International Film Festival in
Marrakesh. — AFP 

Iraq’s ancient
‘palm climbers’
struggle for
survival

Under the autumn Iraqi sun,
Abbas Abbud expertly
scrambles up the ragged

trunk of the palm tree. His mission?
Picking the juicy dates overhead,
and keeping this ancient profession
alive. At 48, he is the last of several
generations of “palm climbers,” the
nickname given to the community
that has harvested southern Iraq’s
date palms for the past 6,000
years. But decades of back-to-
back wars, climate change and lit-
tle support for farming communities
have turned Iraq’s iconic date
palms and their harvesters into a
rare breed.  “We spend more than
ten days on one palm field, but in
recent years the numbers of trees
and fields have decreased, affect-
ing our jobs,” says Abbud. Every
year, from October to December,
he climbs into a harness, machete
in hand, to slash dates from palms
up to 23 meters (75 feet) tall.

Cutting one palm earns him a
mere 2,000 Iraqi dinars, or less
than two US dollars. With poverty
rates expected to reach 40 percent
this year, Abbud can’t afford to skip
the date season in Iraq’s farming
heartland of Diwaniyah province.
One of his biggest clients is the
Kariz family, which owns some
4,000 palms of different varieties.
“Ever since I can remember, we’ve
had vast date fields,” says Herban
Kariz, 69, the family patriarch. He
strolls through rows of palms, under
which workers have placed large
stretches of tarp to catch the bou-
quets of yellow and caramel-
coloured dates cut from tree tops.
“We always held reunions for the
harvest-it’s been a family tradition
since childhood,” he tells AFP.

Under former dictator Saddam
Hussein, the Iraqi state purchased
dates from farmers at a price high-
er than the market rates, then
packaged, marketed and exported
them as far afield as the United
States. The era is remembered as
the golden age of Iraq’s date
industry.  Today, palms number
less than half of the 30 million that
dotted the country just two
decades ago, says Mohammed
Kashash, the head of Diwaniyah’s
farming cooperatives. He blames
the virtually ceaseless armed con-
flicts in Iraq, a struggling economy
and insufficient government sup-
port.  “As the state doesn’t support
us, production and sales are
down,” Kashash tells AFP.— AFP

Stacking a ladder against the tower-
ing spires of Cambodia’s archaeo-
logical marvel Angkor Wat,

Chhoeurm Try gingerly scales the tem-
ple’s exterior to hack away foliage before it
damages the ancient facade. The 50-year-
old is part of a crack team of gardeners
ensuring the kingdom’s most valued her-
itage site is not strangled by overgrown
tree saplings sprouting from the sand-
stone’s cracks.  For two decades,
Chhoeurm Try has made the treacherous
climbs barefoot up to Angkor Wat’s central
tower, which rises 65 meters high (213
feet) above the archaeological complex in
the northern city of Siem Reap.  “If we
make a mistake, we will not survive,” he
tells AFP after returning to the ground.  But
he soldiers on, aware that the fight to hack
away tough roots is an ongoing battle
against nature.  “When the sapling trees
grow bigger, their roots go deep and
cause the stones to fall apart,” he says. 

Preserving the dozens of temples at
Angkor Archaeological Park is a delicate
year-round job taken on by the 30-mem-
ber team. The world heritage site contains
monuments dating from the 9th to 15th
century, and was Cambodia’s most popu-
lar tourist destination before the coron-
avirus pandemic seized up global travel.
“We love and want to preserve the tem-
ples,” Chhoeurm Try says. “If we don’t
preserve them... the younger generation

would not get a chance to see them.”

No safety gear 
With just blue hard hats as their only

safety precaution, the gardening team
are used to performing their duties under
the gaze of visiting tourists.  “When local
and international tourists see us climb up
the temples, it seems scary to them and
they think there is a lack of technique,”
says team leader Ngin Thy.  But using
ropes or climbing gear is out of the ques-
tion, as it could damage the fragile stone
work, while scaffolding would take weeks
to build and pull down.  “It could cause
problems for them instead,” Ngin Thy
tells AFP. “It is safer for them to just carry
a pair of scissors and go straight for the
sapling trees.”

There are also tight sections in certain
temples that require workers to crawl
through, navigating their way around jut-
ting sculptures as they attempt not to
unnecessarily come into contact with the
friezes.  “At temples with brick work, the
job is even more difficult,” Chhourm Try
says, recounting a near miss a few years
ago when a brick fell on his head and
cracked his helmet into two.  A handful of
local tourists and Buddhist monks gaze up
in awe admiring the gardeners’ teamwork.
“They are so brave,” tourist Roth Veasna
says, holding his breath while watching a
worker scale a ladder as his colleagues
grip it tightly.

Untamed once, manicured now 
Leaving the temples unmanicured

could bring back the vision French natu-
ralist and explorer Henri Mouhot had
encountered in the 1860s when he
chanced upon the site.  It had been aban-
doned for centuries, its ancient stonework
and carvings hidden under jungle growth.
“It is grander than anything left to us by
Greece or Rome,” Mouhot wrote in his
travel journals, which helped popularize it
with the West as an important archaeologi-
cal site. Today the officials of Apsara
Authority-a government body managing
the park-says they are searching for a liq-
uid substance to eliminate root growth, so
as to lessen the risks to the gardeners. 

But “we need to experiment first
because we are worried that it could also
damage the stones when we pour it onto
the roots,” says deputy director Kim
Sothin.  “If we could use it, it will reduce
their burden.” Until then, it is up to the
nimble-footed gardeners to maintain the
grandeur of Angkor Wat.  “Other people
don’t want to do this job because it is
risky,” says Oeurm Amatak, a 21-year-
old who jointed the team a year ago. As
an apprentice, he does not yet dare to
climb all the temples and his skillset is
developing under the mentorship of his
more experienced colleagues.  “You
really have to love it, it’s not for every-
one,” he says. — AFP

Tourists visiting the Angkor Wat temple.


