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A
s Liz Butler stood among the
crowds of well-wishers outside
Buckingham Palace, she couldn’t

help asking herself if she was living
through a future episode of hit TV series
“The Crown”. Like many of those flocking
to bid farewell to Queen Elizabeth II,
Butler was a big fan of the Netflix show
that has offered viewers a glimpse-albeit
fictionalized-inside royal life. “I wonder,
will they try to put all this in it?” said
Butler, 68, as the new King Charles III
and his Queen Consort Camilla swept by,
waving from the royal car.

“The Crown”-one of the streaming
giant’s biggest successes-has been cred-
ited with helping to shape, and in many
cases soften, perceptions of the royal
family for new generations. First aired in
2016, it charts the queen’s journey from
nervous 25-year-old neophyte to national
institution, as she guided the world’s most
famous monarchy through decades of
scandals and upheaval.

In the days following her death after
seven decades on the throne, there was
reportedly a huge spike in the numbers
clicking in to watch the series. In Britain,
viewership shot up 800 percent on the
week before, in France it tripled, and in
the United States it quadrupled, The
Guardian newspaper reported, citing fig-
ures from Whip Media. A fifth season
charting the tumultuous period in the
1990s that saw the monarchy rocked by
the split of the queen’s son Charles, now
king, from his wife Diana, is set to go out

this autumn. Filming is currently going on
for a sixth season as well, although it was
halted for a day after the queen died.

‘Found out so much’ 
Virginie Verrez, who had decided to

stop by Buckingham Palace on her work
trip from France, said she loved the
series-especially the first two seasons
about the young queen assuming the
role. “I found out so much about this
family,” the 33-year-old told AFP. “I didn’t

know much, in fact, and now I’ve
become quite interested in the members
of the royal family.” Verrez said she fol-
lowed the drama as Prince Harry and his
wife Meghan quit the fold and issued
broadsides against the royals in inter-
views from the United States. “I under-
stood better how the British monarchy
works,” she said.

“But I’m happy to live in a republic, as
all this seems pretty archaic.” Sanna
Wintren, 34, who had come from

Sweden with some girlfriends for the
weekend, laid a bunch of flowers in
memory of the queen. “In Sweden we
don’t care as much about our royal fami-
ly,” she said. But Wintren became
hooked on “The Crown” from the
moment she saw it. “I got Diana-
obsessed after,” she said. “I’ve seen
every documentary on her I could.”

‘Humanized’ 
The last season to air drew some criti-

cism in the UK for taking too much artistic
licence and allegedly portraying Charles
excessively negatively over his treatment
of his ex-wife. But Wintren insisted that
for her, the show had “humanized” the
new monarch. “I understand him better:
he was not allowed to live his love story,”
she said.

German Andrea Geldmann, 66,
brushed off accusations that the makers
had strayed too far from the truth to lavish
praise on the series. “I love ‘The Crown’.
It’s really well done,” she said. “I have
more affection for the queen.” Gai
Reckless from Australia agreed that she
now had “more sympathy” for Elizabeth.
“I did not know before how much she had
to leave in order to become queen.” But
now-as the final curtain falls on the life of
Britain’s longest-reigning monarch-there
was a clear sense that a last chapter was
being written. “We’re witnessing the end
of the series here,” said Verrez.— AFP

D
isgraced R&B singer R. Kelly,
who is serving a 30-year sen-
tence for sex offenses, was

found guilty of child pornography
and other charges on Wednesday
after a month-long trial in his home-
town of Chicago. Kelly, whose full
name is Robert Sylvester Kelly, was
convicted of three counts of produc-
ing child pornography and three
counts of enticement of a minor. The
three-time Grammy Award-winner
was acquitted by a federal jury of
seven other counts, including
charges that he obstructed justice in
a previous trial.

Kelly and two ex-associates had
been accused of rigging the singer’s
2008 child pornography trial in
which a jury delivered a verdict of
not guilty. Kelly’s former manager,
Derrel McDavid, and an ex-employ-
ee, Milton “June” Brown, were tried
alongside the singer in the latest tri-
al and were also acquitted of
obstruction charges. The 12-person
jury took around 11 hours over two
days to deliver the verdicts, which
could add additional decades in
prison to the 30 years Kelly is
already serving.

A minor victim declined to testify
in the 2008 trial because of alleged
threats and bribes, but the now 37-
year-old woman took the witness
stand this time. “The guilty verdicts
finally hold Robert Kelly accountable
for the sexual abuse of a 14-year-
old girl, and they help right the
wrongs that occurred in a prior pros-
ecution in Cook County,” the US
attorney for the Northern District of
Illinois, John Lausch, said of the
2008 trial. “The damage Mr. Kelly
inflicted on his victims is immeasur-
able. I want to thank the victims for
their strength, perseverance and
courage in coming forward to testify
at trial,” he added.

No sentencing date was immedi-
ately set. Kelly faces 10 to 90 years
in prison for these new convictions,
Lausch’s office said in a statement.
Excerpts from videos depicting sex-
ual abuse by Kelly of girls as young
as 14 were played for the jury during
the trial. Kelly was convicted in New
York in September last year of
recruiting teenagers and women for
sex. The “I Believe I Can Fly” artist
was found guilty of eight charges of
sex trafficking and one count of
racketeering in the New York case.

Faces further charges 
Kelly’s conviction in New York

was widely seen as a milestone for
the #MeToo movement: it was the
first major sex abuse trial where the
majority of the accusers were Black
women. It was also the first time
Kelly faced criminal consequences
for the abuse he was rumored for
decades to have inflicted on women
and children. Kelly also faces prose-
cution in two other state jurisdic-
tions.

In the New York case, his accus-
ers described events that often mir-
rored one another. Many of the
alleged victims said they had met
the singer at concerts or mall per-
formances and were then handed
slips of paper with Kelly’s contact
details by members of his
entourage. Several said they were
told he could bolster their music
industry aspirations.

But prosecutors argued all were
instead “indoctrinated” into Kelly’s
world-groomed for sex at his whim
and kept in line by “coercive means
of control,” including isolation and
cruel disciplinary measures. Core to
the New York case was Kelly’s rela-
tionship with the late singer Aaliyah.
Kelly wrote and produced her first
album-”Age Ain’t Nothin’ But A
Number”-before illegally marrying
her when she was just 15 because
he feared he had impregnated her.
His former manager admitted in
court to bribing a worker to obtain
fake identification allowing the union,
which was later annulled.—AFP

Roman Polanski:
One rape case 
and multiple
assault claims

V
eteran Franco-Polish filmmaker
Roman Polanski, ordered to stand
trial in France for defamation of a

British actress who accused him of sex-
ual abuse, has been on the run from US
authorities for over four decades.
Polanski fled the US in 1978 before
being sentenced for the statutory rape of
a 13-year-old girl. He settled in his
native France, which has refused to
extradite him back to the US. Attempts
to get Switzerland and Poland to hand
him over also failed.

In recent years the 89-year-old has
been targeted by several other allega-
tions of sexual abuse of minors, one as
young as 10. Here is a summary of the
cases taken, and claims made against
the Oscar-winning director of
“Chinatown”, “Rosemary’s Baby” and
“The Pianist”.

US rape case 
On March 10, 1977, Polanski, then

aged 43, invites 13-year-old Samantha
Gailey (now Samantha Geimer) to take
part in a fashion shoot at the Hollywood
home of actor Jack Nicholson. The girl
tells her mother that Polanski plied her
with alcohol and drugs and raped her.
Polanski is arrested and tried on
charges including rape and sodomy. He
initially pleads not guilty, but under a
plea bargain agreement, admits to
unlawful sex with a minor. Sentenced to
90 days in prison, he is released after 42
days for good behavior but the judge lat-
er changes his mind, saying he thinks
the sentence was insufficient.

Fearing a hefty sentence, Polanski
flees the US on the eve of the January
1978 hearing to approve the plea deal
and settles in France, which refuses an
extradition request. In 1994, he reaches
an agreement to pay Geimer $225,000
dollars in damages to settle a civil case.
But California refuses an appeal by both
the film-maker and his victim to lift the
criminal charges.

In September 2009, he is arrested in
the Swiss city of Zurich. He spends two
months behind bars followed by eight
months under house arrest in his ski
chalet in the resort of Gstaad while
Swiss authorities consider a US extradi-
tion request. They eventually decide
against handing him over and Polanski
is freed. In 2014, he is questioned by
authorities in Poland, again at the
request of the US, but Polish authorities
decline to extradite him.—AFP

T
he Romanian village of Viscri, in
the picturesque region of
Transylvania, won the heart of the

then prince Charles when he first visited
in 1998. Enchanted by its dirt streets,
horse-drawn carriages and brightly col-
ored houses nestled in green hills, the
environmentalist and nature lover
became a regular visitor. In 2006, he
even bought his first house there: a
bright blue building known to all the
locals. What was initially an occasional
princely residence has since been trans-
formed into a museum dedicated to
botany, another of the new king’s pas-
sions.

“His Majesty the King has not stayed
here for a few years, but he has left
many traces,” Caroline Fernolend, presi-
dent of the Mihai Eminescu Trust, told
AFP. Under Charles’s sponsorship, the
foundation has renovated several prop-
erties in Transylvania with traditional
methods and materials to preserve the
heritage. “He also financed an ecological
wastewater treatment plant based on
reeds and a new water drainage system
for the village, without advertising it,” she

said.
Every year, tens of thousands of

tourists discover the timeless atmos-
phere of Viscri. Guest houses have
sprouted up in response to its popularity-
in contrast to the abandonment that
characterizes much of the Romanian
countryside, one of the EU’s poorest
members. “Viscri was a forgotten village
and now small houses are selling for
over 40,000 euros ($40,000)!”, said
retired sports teacher Ion Stoica, who
cycles from his neighboring village to
Viscri every evening. That sum is a small
fortune in this region, he added.

Royal stamp 
Not all residents of the hamlet, home

to 400 people and dominated by a
UNESCO-listed church, share Stoica’s
enthusiasm. Royal honors “did not bring
prosperity” to Viscri’s inhabitants, says
another resident, seated on a bench in
the village. Yet no one denies the
restoration efforts undertaken under the
leadership of Charles. Charles claims
descent from a 15th-century prince
known as Vlad the Impaler, the historical

inspiration for Bram Stoker’s “Count
Dracula”. He has even said that
Transylvania is “in my blood”.

“It’s such a beautiful region,” said Ana
Maria Plopeanu, 35, whose grandpar-
ents are from Transylvania and who vis-
ited Viscri with her partner. “Everything is
so simple here, so calm... we under-
stand why the prince fell in love” with the
region. But rather than staying at Viscri,
in recent years Charles has stayed in
Valea Zalanului, some 100 kilometers
(60 miles) west. There, his residence is
hidden away at the end of an unpaved
road, where a black veil is now affixed to
the gate as a sign of mourning following
the death last week of Charles’s mother,
Queen Elizabeth II.

A sign prohibits access to the curious-
not enough, however, to deter two
British royalists, a mother and daughter,
who said they had made the trip from
London to get to know the places dear to
their new king. They will head back to
London soon, just in time to attend the
funeral of the late queen.— AFP

Two kids ride bikes on the main street of Viscri, where King Charles
III’s foundation owns a property, in Transylvania, central Romania.

Two kids cycle during sunset between cows in front of a house
owned by King Charles III’s foundation, on the main street of Viscri, in
Transylvania.

An aerial view shows the village of Valea Zalanului, where King Charles III stays when he visits the area, in Transylvania, central Romania.

In this file photo in Paris, French Polish film
director Roman Polanski looks on stage after
the preview of his last movie “J’accuse” (An
Officer and a Spy).—AFP 

In this file photo singer R. Kelly leaves
the Leighton Criminal Courts Building
following a hearing on June 26, 2019 in
Chicago, Illinois. — AFP 


