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CHENNAI: Already bursting with pride at Kamala
Harris’s ancestry, India has now started digging up
potential local roots for US President-elect Joe Biden.
The next leader of the United States has speculated
that he might have had relatives in colonial India.
While there is no proof, the Biden name has become a
genealogical target of investigation across the country. 

A plaque commemorating 19th-century British ship
captain Christopher Biden has been a popular selfie
spot in the eastern city of Chennai since the US elec-
tion. And a Biden family in western India says it has
become “exhausted” by calls since their namesake
staked his claim to the White House. The American
vote has been under the spotlight in India because
Biden’s running mate is the daughter of a migrant from
Tamil Nadu state.

The 56-year-old Harris has made much of her
Indian connections and how she likes to eat “idli with a
really good sambar” - typical food from the south.
Less attention has been paid to Biden, who has estab-
lished Irish links. But he spoke of possible Indian con-
nections on a trip to Mumbai in 2013 when he was vice
president. Biden said in a speech that he had received
a letter from an Indian Biden after becoming a senator
in 1972, suggesting they could be related. “One of the

first letters I received and I regret I never followed up
on it,” he said.

Mumbai Bidens lie low 
The letter said their “mutual, great, great, great,

something or other worked for the East India Trading
Company back in the 1700s”. It sparked excitement in
Chennai, capital of Tamil Nadu state, which is also
home to Harris’ Indian relatives. A plaque at St
George’s Cathedral in Chennai that celebrates
Christopher Biden, born in 1789, has suddenly become
a local tourist draw. “We’ve come to know the records
of two Bidens - William Biden and Christopher Biden -
who were brothers and became captains of the East
India Company on merchant ships in the 19th century,”
the Bishop of Madras, Reverend J George Stephen,
told AFP. “While William Biden died at an early age,
Christopher Biden went on to captain several ships,
and eventually settled down in Madras,” which is now
known as Chennai.

Despite the speculation, there has been no confir-
mation that the Biden brothers are related to the 77-
year-old American. If the president-elect does have an
Indian ancestor, Christopher is considered the most
likely candidate, according to experts who have stud-
ied family records. There are also Bidens in Mumbai
and Nagpur in Maharashtra state who could be
descendants of Christopher, one of eight children of a
John Biden who could be the common link. 

The media attention has been overwhelming,
according to the Maharashtra Bidens. Indian media has
speculated that their late grandfather Leslie wrote to
the US politician. Rowena Biden, a family member in
Mumbai, insisted that they were not trying to establish
any relationship. “We wish Mr Joe Biden all the best
for his new role as president of the USA but we are

not trying to establish any connections or linkages,”
she told AFP.

“We share a last name and that’s about it,” she said.
“All of us are well-to-do financially and have well-set-
tled lives so we don’t need any gains - monetary or
non-monetary.” Rowena Biden said that after the first
reports came out about the possible links, “people
started tracking us to our house and everyone in the
family had to bear the brunt of it”. The “undue lime-
light” had cast a shadow over “the primacy of Mr
Biden’s win and our privacy as well”, she said. — AFP 

Biden’s possible India links 
spark genealogical frenzy

Bidens in Maharashtra overwhelmed by media attention 

CHENNAI:†In this picture taken on Nov 10, 2020, a pastor
shows a memorial tablet of Christopher Biden at St
George’s Cathedral. — AFP 
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BioNTech founders: 
Scientist couple in 
global spotlight
FRANKFURT: Progress on a COVID-19 vaccine
has propelled the modest husband-and-wife team
behind German firm BioNTech into the global lime-
light, with attention inevitably focusing on their
background as the children of Turkish immigrants.
Ugur Sahin and his wife Ozlem Tureci founded
BioNTech in the western German city of Mainz in
2008, and together with US giant Pfizer are devel-
oping the leading candidate in the worldwide chase
for a vaccine.

The announcement on Monday that their vaccine
was more than 90 percent effective in trials led news
bulletins around the world and sent stock markets
and hopes soaring. BioNTech is now worth $25.8
billion, more than Germany’s largest lender Deutsche
Bank. Sahin, the chief executive, came to the country
when he was four years old and his father got a job
at a Ford plant in Cologne as a member of the
“Gastarbeiter” (guest worker) generation of migrant
workers, many of whom ended up staying in
Germany. Tureci, BioNTech’s chief medical officer, is
the daughter of a Turkish doctor who emigrated
from Istanbul. Described as hard-working and pas-
sionate, the pair appear to be wary of superlatives
or the temptation to set up their journey as a model
of successful integration. “I am not sure I really want
that,” Sahin told British newspaper The Guardian.
“As a society we have to ask ourselves how we can
give everyone a chance to contribute to society. I
am an accidental example of someone with a migra-
tion background. I could have equally been German
or Spanish.”

‘Simply authentic’
Although the general public has only now dis-

covered them, the two have long been known in the
scientific community as leading figures in cancer
research, with the self-declared goal of “revolution-
izing” cancer medicine. Specializing in molecular
medicine and immunology, Sahin, 55, first trained at
the University of Cologne and then at Saarland
University Hospital, where he crossed paths with
medical student Tureci. They married in 2002, even
returning to the lab on the day of their wedding, and
have a daughter. Tureci has described her childhood
as closely linked to medicine. “My father’s practice
was in the family home,” she once told a German
science website, adding that she “could not imagine”
any other job than that of a doctor.

Neither saw themselves managing a company,
but their lines of research seemed “too daring” for
the pharmaceutical industry to take notice, she told
the Tagesspiegel daily. They founded their first
biotechnology company, Ganymed, in 2001, selling it
in 2016, while their second, BioNTech, developed a
new generation of individual therapies for cancer
patients - based on the same technology now used
in their coronavirus vaccine. With some 1,500
employees today, it is supported by major private
investors. Two of them, Thomas Struengmann and
Michael Motschmann, described the couple this
week as “simply authentic people, with great
integrity, hardworking and exceptionally intelligent”.
At BioNTech’s headquarters in Mainz, on a street
with the auspicious name “An der Goldgrube” (At
the Goldmine), scientists work on a novel technolo-
gy known as messenger RNA, which involves inject-
ing strands of genes into the body that dictate to
cells the defense mechanism to be manufactured
against a disease.—AFP

Family of Ugandan 
activist killed in US 
files $270m claim
LOS ANGELES: The family of a Ugandan activist
killed in an accident over the summer at one of
America’s top national parks has filed a $270 million
wrongful death claim. Esther Nakajjigo, 25, was visit-
ing Arches National Park in Utah with her French hus-
band Ludovic Michaud in mid-June when an unse-
cured gate swung into the road, decapitating her as
she sat in the passenger seat of their car. The newly-
wed couple had travelled to the park to celebrate the
one-year anniversary of their first date.

Michaud is seeking $240 million in damages from
the National Park Service, while Nakajjigo’s family is
seeking $30 million, US media reported Friday. “For
want of an $8.00 basic padlock, our world lost an
extraordinary warrior for good; a young woman influ-
encer who was destined to become our society’s
future Princess Diana, philanthropist Melinda Gates or
Oprah Winfrey,” the claim, which is a precursor to a
lawsuit, stated. In an interview carried by CBS4 televi-
sion station in Denver this week, Michaud, who lives in
Colorado, said he still has flashbacks of the accident
and is “trying to figure out how to move forward, how
to wake up in the morning”. “What he saw and experi-
enced that day, I cannot even imagine,” Deborah
Chang, an attorney representing Michaud and the
Nakajjigo family, told local media. “The end of the gate
impaled the car like a lance, and literally beheaded his
newlywed bride right in front of him.”—AFP

‘Captain Chloroquine’ 
seeks superhero 
win in Brazil vote
SAO PAULO: After losing eight elections, Regina
Bento Sequeira came up with a plan to win a city
council seat in Brazil: She reinvented herself as a
superhero, “Captain Chloroquine.” The name - which
will actually appear on the ballot for the country’s local
elections today - is a nod to her political idol, far-right
President Jair Bolsonaro, who hails chloroquine as a
wonder drug against Covid-19 despite a slate of stud-
ies finding it is ineffective.

Almost as controversial as the hotly debated malar-
ia drug is Brazil’s peculiar practice of allowing candi-
dates to run under pseudonyms like Sequeira’s, a phe-
nomenon that has exploded despite complaints from
critics that it detracts from serious politics. To
Sequeira, it is the only way candidates like her - regu-
lar Brazilians without deep pockets - can hope to get
voters’ attention.

She has been crisscrossing Rio de Janeiro in a
metallic yellow convertible emblazoned with the nick-
name and handing out flyers with a picture of herself
decked out in a Captain Marvel outfit, asking voters to
choose her for city council to fight both COVID-19
and corruption. “It’s the only way to make my mark. I
don’t work in politics, I don’t have support, I don’t have
money. That’s why I chose this path,” says Sequeira,
59, who is a lawyer in her day job.

But she says she has no illusions about her chances.
“Are you joking?” she says when asked who she thinks
will win. “The same ones as always!” Sunday’s ballots
will also feature Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman,
Bin Laden, Trump and Obama among the 576,000
candidates vying for some 64,000 posts nationwide.
“Because there are a lot of candidates, people try to
use names that stand out,” says Natalia Aguiar, a polit-
ical scientist at the Federal University of Minas Gerais.
“The phenomenon of irreverent names could be seen
as a symptom of a deeper problem: We overvalue indi-
vidual candidates at the expense of party politics,” she
told AFP.—AFP

Trump looks 
set to hasten 
Afghan pullout
WASHINGTON: With little more than two months
left in office, US President Donald Trump appears to
be pushing ahead with plans to pull  out of
Afghanistan as he stacks the Pentagon with loyalists.
Trump, who refuses to acknowledge defeat to
President-elect Joe Biden, in his campaign declared
that he was winding down “endless wars” and his new
picks are enthusiastic supporters of his position.

Biden broadly shares Trump’s desire to end
America’s longest war, if not the same political calen-
dar. But the timeline has caused alarm in some quar-

ters, especially as there is little sign of progress in
talks between the Afghan government and Taliban
insurgents. French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian said he would raise concerns about the precip-
itated US withdrawal from both Afghanistan and Iraq
when he meets Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
tomorrow in Paris.

“We don’t think that should happen,” Le Drian,
whose country is especially concerned about terror-
ism, said in a television interview. Trump on Monday
sacked Defense Secretary Mark Esper, who was
known for his caution and had also opposed Trump’s
use of troops at home against anti-racism protesters.

Pessimism on Afghanistan
The acting defense secretary until Biden’s January

20 inauguration is Christopher Miller, a former spe-
cial forces lieutenant who had taken the reins at the
National Counterterrorism Center just three months
ago. Quickly afterward, retired Army colonel Douglas

Macgregor, an outspoken advocate of withdrawing
from Afghanistan, was appointed senior advisor to
the new acting defense secretary.

Macgregor - whom Trump nominated in July to
be ambassador to Germany, although he is virtually
certain not to be confirmed in time - had earlier
voiced disappointment that Trump had not complet-
ed the pullout. “It doesn’t make any difference when
we leave. It’s all going to fall apart,” Macgregor said
of Afghanistan earlier this year in an interview with
Fox News host Tucker Carlson, whose show Trump
avidly watches.

“But the good news is that once we’re out, at least
we will no longer be subsidizing the corruption and
we will no longer subsidize Afghanistan as the global
engine of heroin production, which it has become
under our watch.” Trump has not given reasons for
the shakeup at the Pentagon, with some suggesting
that his administration may simply want to pad the
resumes of loyal aides in the final months.—AFP

Deja vu in North 
Macedonia as row 
hinders EU future
SKOPJE: After changing its name last year to settle a
decades-old battle with Greece, the small Balkan state
of North Macedonia was finally on a path to join the
European Union. Until Bulgaria stepped in. Another
neighborly row is now encroaching on Skopje’s dream
once again as Bulgaria rekindles tussles around history,
identity and language that have haunted North
Macedonia since its birth 30 years ago, threatening to
veto the start of the EU accession process.

For the poor, land-locked country home to some two
million people, the return of historical bickering at a
time when most want to focus on the future is exhaust-
ing. “It certainly feels like we’re going down the same
road again,” lamented Bojan Dimevski, a 30-year-old
consultant in Skopje, the capital of North Macedonia.
“In the 21st century, when globalization is the main
engine, we are discussing which nation, language or his-
tory originates from which,” instead of “celebrating the
things that unite us”.  For decades, Greece blocked
Skopje’s entry to NATO and the EU in protest over its
former name Macedonia, which it viewed as an
encroachment on its heritage and a province that bears
the same name. Athens finally relented after Skopje
agreed to add the qualifier “North” last year, a move
that was hugely unpopular but lifted the blockade. Now,
Bulgaria has made a number of demands before it will
give the okay to the EU accession talks, like avoiding
any mention of a “Macedonian language”, which it con-
siders a Bulgarian dialect.

Changing frontiers 
While the disagreements may be baffling to out-

siders, notions of nationality are heavily fraught in a

region that has seen centuries of shifting frontiers and
power centers. Newer surges of nationalism have
helped fan the flames. Much of the trouble lies in the
fact that the country is part of a broader geographical
region known as Macedonia that historically spanned
parts of present-day Bulgaria and Greece.

Sofia considers Macedonians to be Bulgarians who
were merely persuaded to believe in a separate identity
under an “ethnic engineering project” that took place in
the mid-20th Century when the territory was a republic
in communist Yugoslavia. The Macedonian language is a
similarly false construct, argues Sofia, which is demand-
ing EU documents refer to the “official language of the
Republic of North Macedonia”. Travelling down the
annals of history, the disputes get even thornier. A com-
mission of experts from both countries has been trying
to work out various debates and harmonize school text-
books. They had some successes, agreeing on recom-
mendations that covered history books until the 6th
grade. But the meetings broke down last year when they
reached the 7th grade and the Ottoman-era hero Goce
Delchev appeared, according to Petar Todorov, a histo-
ry professor in North Macedonia on the commission. 

Contested hero 
Born in present-day Greece while the region was

under Ottoman rule, Delchev taught at a Bulgarian
school in what today is North Macedonia. He made his
name as a revolutionary leader struggling against the
Ottomans at the turn of the 20th century. Both Bulgaria
and North Macedonia now claim him as their own, with
cities, statues, schools and universities named in his
honor.  In Bulgaria’s southwest city of Gotse Delchev,
which uses a different English spelling, nobody doubts
his origins. “The people here are adamant: Gotse
Delchev is a Bulgarian historical personality,” high
school director Elka Bojikova told AFP. Across the bor-
der at the Skopje church where Delchev’s remains lie,
the view is reversed. “I can say what every Macedonian
would say. Of course Goce Delchev is ours,” said a
Skopje resident who declined to give his name. —AFP

SKOPJE: This photograph taken on Sept 15, 2020, shows a protestor wearing a T-shirt with an image of the former
Macedonian flag, holding a photograph of revolutionary figure Goce Delchev and a placard that reads ‘Get up Goce,
they sold you’ as he takes part in an anti-government protest. — AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Regina Bento Sequeira, a 59-year-old
lawyer and candidate for the municipal elections in Brazil,
poses for a picture on Nov 11, 2020. — AFP 


