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D
ozens of Afghan women concealed
in thick green shawls were married
off in an austere mass wedding in

Kabul on Monday, in a ceremony attend-
ed by hundreds of guests and gun-toting
Taleban fighters. Marriage is a costly
affair in deeply impoverished
Afghanistan, traditionally involving huge
dowries, expensive gifts and lavish par-
ties. Historically, couples from families
unable to foot the bill have sometimes
opted to pool their resources in low-cost
large-scale marriages.

Mondayʼs ceremony hitching 70 cou-
ples was one of the largest recently wit-
nessed in Afghanistan, currently in eco-
nomic freefall since the return of the
Taleban. “Today, no young man wants to
bear the burden of an expensive wed-
ding,” said groom Ebadullah Niazai, who
had waited eight years to be married. “I
have no job. We were short of money and
so we decided to marry at a mass wed-
ding ceremony,” said 22-year-old groom
Esmatullah Bashardost, who hails from
the minority Shiite Hazara community.

Bashardost, sporting a traditional
Afghan cap, said his wedding would like-
ly be the most “happy day” of his life.
However, celebrations were dramatically
dampened by frigid restrictions the
Taleban have imposed on social life.
Before they seized power in August wed-
dings were riotously colorful affairs
marked with singing, dancing, and some

degree of mingling between men and
women in the deeply conservative
nation. On Monday the brides and
grooms were kept separate throughout
the ceremony. Guests of opposite sexes
were separated by around a dozen
Taleban fighters patrolling with weapons,
and the only entertainment was poetry
recitations and speeches by charity
organizers of the event.

Journalists were not allowed to speak

to the brides, who wore crisp white
gowns under their concealing shawls, but
were permitted to photograph and film
them. A red and white wedding cake was
produced for each couple, but was
placed in front of the men only, who wore
traditional white shalwar kameez. The
event ended as grooms-each sporting a
plastic name badge-collected their brides
and left the venue in cars decorated with
flowers and ribbons.

A single day booking at a Kabul wed-
ding hall costs between $10,000 and
$20,000 and organizer Sayed Ahmad
Selab said some betrothed couples were
“waiting for years” because of the
expense. During their first regime between
1996 and 2001 the Taleban barred showy
weddings. After surging back to power on
the heels of a hasty US withdrawal, the
Islamists have yet to reinstate their previ-
ous ban but they have forbidden musical

entertainment. Meanwhile, they have also
issued creeping restrictions on women,
segregating them from men and rolling
back marginal gains they made over the
past two decades. In May women were
told to stay at home as much as possible
and to conceal themselves completely,
including their faces, should they need to
step out in public. — AFP

T
he trial over the 2008 murder of an
Australian music executive friendly
with Elton John and Madonna

opened in Paris on Monday, in a bizarre
case that has riveted the entertainment
world. Alexandre Despallieres was sus-
pected of poisoning his ex-partner, the
former Warner Music boss Peter Ikin, to
inherit his fortune using a forged will, but
died aged 53 this year in Paris before
the case reached trial. Two suspected
accomplices of the French man-known
as “handsome Alex”-are being prosecut-
ed 14 years later for their role in forging
the will that sent millions of euros to
Despallieresʼ account.

Ikin, who reportedly was once
Madonnaʼs producer and friends with
Elton John-who called him “a fabulous
person”-according to the Daily Mail, was
found dead in a Paris hotel in November
2008 aged 62.

The autopsy determined that he died
of natural causes, but the multimillion-
aireʼs nephew Gary Perritt suspected
foul play. Perritt pressed charges for
murder in December 2009, prompting
new analyses that found a mortal dose
of paracetamol in Ikinʼs blood that inves-
tigators believe was administered by
Despallieres. Ikin and Despallieres had
first met in 1988 and had a brief affair
before going separate ways, but crossed
paths again in Sydney seven months
before Ikinʼs death. Despallieres is
believed to have told Ikin that he had
become extremely wealthy and that he
wanted to bestow his fortune on him as
he was dying of a brain tumour, two
assertions that were in fact lies.

The pair signed a civil partnership in
Britain in October 2008, making
Despallieres the sole heir of Ikinʼs wealth
estimated at 20 million euros ($21 mil-
lion). To seal the union, the couple
exchanged cheques of £50,000
($61,000) and each promised the other
not to cash them. Despallieres promptly
broke his word, and when Ikin tried to
cash the cheque in his possession, the
bank refused due to a lack of funds in
the French manʼs account.

ʻSinister and maliciousʼ 
When Australian courts refused to

recognize him as Ikinʼs heir based on
the British civil union, Despallieres pro-
duced a fake will-allegedly with the help
of the two men, aged 40 and 37, on trial
in Paris. One of the men told investiga-
tors that Despallieres tried to make the
document seem authentic by putting it
on a radiator and leaving it out in the
sun. The men said that they were
manipulated by Despallieres. One of
them, a former partner of his known as
Vincent, said he did not know what the
document was and does not understand
English.

“(Despallieres) was sinister and mali-
cious,” the other suspect Jeremy, who
was also briefly Despallieresʼ lover, told
the court Monday. In December 2009,
the High Court of Justice in London said
the only valid will was one drawn up by
Ikin in 2002. The court ordered
Despallieres to return the money and
assets, which included a flat in the plush
Chelsea district of London and several
Porsche cars. Despallieres was charged
with murder in 2010, but left jail in 2012
for medical reasons, as he was HIV pos-
itive. He was under judicial supervision,
but a judge decided in May 2020 that he
should stand trial. The proceedings are
set to last two days. — AFP

Brides stand inside a wedding hall as they wait for the start of a mass marriage ceremony in Kabul.

Grooms stand along with the gifts outside the wedding hall during a mass marriage ceremony in Kabul. — AFP photos Grooms sit inside a wedding hall as they wait for the start of a mass marriage ceremony in Kabul.

Space probe
reveals secrets
of ‘restless’
Milky Way

T
he Gaia space probe on Monday
unveiled its latest discoveries in its
quest to map the Milky Way in

unprecedented detail, surveying nearly two
million stars and revealing mysterious “star-
quakes” which sweep across the fiery
giants like vast tsunamis. The missionʼs
third data set, which was released to eager-
ly waiting astronomers around the world at
1000 GMT, “revolutionizes our understand-
ing of the galaxy,” the European Space
Agency (ESA) said.

ESA Director-General Josef Aschbacher
told a press conference that it was “a fan-
tastic day for astronomy” because the data
“will open the floodgates for new science,
for new findings of our universe, of our
Milky Way”. Some of the mapʼs new
insights came close to home, such as a
catalogue of more than 156,000 asteroids
in our Solar System “whose orbits the
instrument has calculated with incompara-
ble precision,” Francois Mignard, a member
of the Gaia team, told AFP.

But Gaia also sees beyond the Milky
Way, spotting 2.9 million other galaxies as
well as 1.9 million quasars-the stunningly
bright hearts of galaxies powered by super-
massive black holes.

The Gaia spacecraft is nestled in a
strategically positioned orbit 1.5 million kilo-
meters (937,000 miles) from Earth, where it
has been watching the skies since it was
launched by the ESA in 2013. The observa-
tion of starquakes, massive vibrations that
change the shape of the distant stars, was
“one of the most surprising discoveries
coming out of the new data”, the ESA said.
Gaia was not built to observe starquakes
but still detected the strange phenomenon
on thousands of stars, including some that
should not have any-at least according to
our current understanding of the universe.

ʻTurbulentʼ galaxy 
“We have a fantastic new gold mine to

do the asteroseismology of hundreds of

thousands of stars in our Milky War galaxy,”
said Gaia team member Conny Aerts. Gaia
has surveyed more than 1.8 billion stars but
that only represents around one percent of
the stars in the Milky Way, which is about
100,000 light years across. The probe is
equipped with two telescopes as well as a
billion-pixel camera, which captures images
sharp enough to gauge the diameter of a
single strand of human hair 1,000 kilome-
ters (620 miles) away. It also has a range of

other instruments that allow it to not just
map the stars, but measure their move-
ments, chemical compositions and ages.

The incredibly precise data “allows us to
look more than 10 billion years into the past
history of our own Milky Way,” said Anthony
Brown, the chair of the Data Processing
and Analysis Consortium which sifted
through the massive amount of data. The
results from Gaia are already “far beyond
what we expected” at this point, Mignard
said. They show that our galaxy is not mov-
ing smoothly through the universe as had
been thought but is instead “turbulent” and
“restless”, he said. “It has had a lot of acci-
dents in its life and still has them” as it inter-
acts with other galaxies, he added.
“Perhaps it will never be in a stationary
state.” “Our galaxy is indeed a living entity,
where objects are born, where they die,”
Aerts said.

ʻTens of thousands of exoplanetsʼ 
“The surrounding galaxies are continu-

ously interacting with our galaxy and some-
times also falling inside it”. Around 50 scien-
tific papers were published alongside the
new data, with many more expected in the
coming years.

Gaiaʼs observations have fueled thou-
sands of studies since its first dataset was
released in 2016. The second dataset in
2018 allowed astronomers to show that the
Milky Way merged with another galaxy in a
violent collision around 10 billion years ago.
It took the team five years to deliver the lat-
est data, which was observed from 2014 to
2017. The final dataset will be released in
2030, after Gaia finishes its mission survey-
ing the skies in 2025.

Mondayʼs release confirmed only two
new exoplanets-and 200 other potential
candidates-but far more are expected in the
future. “In principle Gaia, especially when it
goes on for the full 10 years, should be
capable of detecting tens of thousands of
exoplanets down to Jupiterʼs mass,” Brown
said. — AFP
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English singer-songwriter, composer, pianist,
and record producer Elton John performs
during his last tour “Farewell Yellow Brick
Road” at Paris La Defense Arena, in nanterre,
on the outskirts of Paris. — AFP 

This handout image shows the plotted posi-
tion of each asteroid at 12:00 CEST.

— AFP photos

This handout image shows the orbits of the
more than 150,000 asteroids in the data,
from the inner parts of the Solar System to
the Trojan asteroids at the distance of
Jupiter, with different color codes.

This handout image shows an artistic
impression of the Milky Way, and on top of
that an overlay showing the location and
densities of a young star sample from Gaiaís
data release 3 (in yellow-green).


