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36
minutes of stunt is yet 

another feather in the cap 
of the Wallendas, a family 
famous for jaw-dropping 

endeavours

If you can make it 
in New York you can 

make it anywhere 
-- so let’s make it in 

New York

NIK WALLENDA, 40, TOLD HIS SISTER 
LIJANA BEFORE THEY BEGAN THE 

FEARSOME FEAT.

Wallenda siblings complete 
Times Square tightrope stunt

• The undertaking, 
which was broadcast 
live, saw the duo 
start the wire walk 
on opposite sides, 
slowly moving towards 
each other holding 
balancing poles as a 
throng of onlookers 
gawked from below.

New York

Siblings from a famed circus 
family - the Flying Wallen-

das - walked a wire strung 25 
stories over New York’s Times 
Square Sunday, in a hair-raising 
balancing act performed across 
five city blocks.

“If you can make it in New 
York you can make it anywhere 
-- so let’s make it in New York,” 
Nik Wallenda, 40, told his sister 
Lijana before they began the 
fearsome feat.

The undertaking, which was 
broadcast live, saw the duo start 
the wire walk on opposite sides, 
slowly moving towards each 
other holding balancing poles 
as a throng of onlookers gawked 
from below.

When the siblings met, Lija-
na sat on the 396-meter (1300-
foot) wire strung between sky-
scrapers so her brother could 
step over her, before standing 
back up and finishing the walk.

Tensions were running par-
ticularly high as it was the 
42-year-old Lijana’s first such 
attempt since 2017, when she 
and four others fell more than 
9 meters while rehearsing an 

eight-person pyramid on a wire.
The near-fatal incident left 

her seriously injured, including 
breaking most bones in her face.

During the approximately 
36 minutes the acrobats took 
to complete the nerve-wrack-
ing stunt Nik -- who in 2012 
traversed Niagara Falls on a 
wire, and the Little Colorado 
River Gorge close to the Grand 
Canyon a year later -- offered 
words of encouragement to 
his sister via earpiece micro-
phones, as she audibly prayed 

and sang.
New York allowed the sib-

lings to attempt Sunday’s walk 
on the condition that they wear 
safety harnesses, a mandate Nik 
had said added physical weight 
and stress to the challenge.

In 2013 the city had declined 
him permission to cross a wire 
anchored between the Empire 
State and Chrysler buildings.

Sunday’s never-before-at-
tempted stunt is yet another 
feather in the cap of the Wal-
lendas, a family famous for 
jaw-dropping endeavors ex-
ecuted from dizzying heights 
-- without safety nets.

The clan’s performances 
date back generations to the 
Austro-Hungarian empire and 
debuted in the United States 
in 1928, as part of the Ringling 
Brothers and Barnum & Bailey 
Circus.

In 1978 Karl Wallenda -- Nik 
and Lijana’s great grandfather, 
who brought the family act 
stateside -- tumbled to his death 
at age 73 while attempting a 
wire walk in San Juan, Puerto 
Rico.

New York has long attract-
ed daredevils seeking to make 
headlines: Harry Houdini es-
caped a crate in which he was 
chained and thrown in the river 
over a century ago, and Evel 
Knievel soared on his motor-
cycle over ten vehicles in 1971.

In 1974, Frenchman Philippe 
Petit famously walked a tight-
rope between the tops of the 
Twin Towers of the former 
World Trade Center, 400 me-
ters above the pavement.

“Dream big people. Nothing’s 
impossible,” Nik said just before 
reaching the tightrope’s end.

Nik Wallenda (R) and Lijana Wallenda walk a high wire over Times Square, passing each other halfway through

A mass of people gathered to watch the Wallenda siblings attempt their daredevil stunt

Won’t let me drive, then Khallas

Dammam | Saudi Arabia 

Saudi salesman Majd had 
just begun his wedding 
preparations when his 

fiancee sought to enshrine in 
their marriage contract a condi-
tion already guaranteed by law 
-- her right to drive.

Wedding contracts have long 
been a safety net for brides in 
the deeply patriarchal society, 
used to guarantee demands that 
are often otherwise vulnerable 
to the whims of the husband or 
his family.

Such legally binding con-
tracts typically codify anything 
from the woman’s right to have 
her own house, hire a maid, or 
to study or work.

But after the kingdom last 
year lifted a decades-long ban 
on female motorists, a popular 
new condition in the contracts 
is the right to own and drive 
a car, according to documents 
seen and interviews with wed-
ding clerics.

Majd, 29, who is due to marry 
this month in his native Dam-
mam in eastern Saudi Arabia, 
signed off on two demands from 
his 21-year-old fiancee –- the 
right to drive and to work after 
marriage, according to the con-
tract he shared with AFP.

“She said she (would) like 
to be independent,” explained 
Majd, who requested his last 
name be withheld as the dis-
cussion was a private family 

matter.
“I replied: ‘sure, why not?’”
Overturning the world’s only 

ban on women drivers is the 
most palpable social change in 
the kingdom, which is pursuing 
a wide-ranging liberalisation 
drive.

To drive, women do not re-
quire the explicit approval of 
their male “guardians” -- hus-
bands, fathers and other male 
relatives.

But  i t  remains unclear 
whether women have any legal 
recourse should their guardians 
prevent them from taking the 
wheel.

“Some women prefer to in-
clude the driving condition in 
their contract to avoid any mar-
ital conflicts” over the issue, 
said Abdulmohsen al-Ajemi, 
a Riyadh wedding cleric who 
received his first such enquiry 

from the family of an engaged 
woman last week.

“It’s a way to guarantee the 
husband will keep his promise.”

A breach of wedding condi-
tions can be used by women as 
grounds for divorce, clerics say.

 ‘I don’t want you’
There are no official statistics 

on the number of such con-
tracts. But Munirah al-Sinani, a 
72-year-old housewife in Dhah-
ran, a city in the kingdom’s east, 
said she had come across two 
such cases recently among her 
acquaintances.

“If you don’t let me drive, if 
you say ‘no’, then khallas (fin-
ished) -- I don’t want you,” Si-
nani quoted one of the women 
as telling her potential spouse.

A man in eastern Al-Ahsa 
city said that during a marriage 
within his extended family, the 
bride demanded that her hus-
band-to-be give up smoking.

Another woman asked that 
her husband have no access to 
her salary and another stipu-
lated that she should not fall 
pregnant in the first year of 
marriage, according to cleric 
Ajemi.

A Saudi woman took social 
media by storm recently when 
she posted her wedding con-
tract online.

The document prohibited her 
husband from taking a second 
wife, even though polygamy is 
legal in Islam.

Men also sometimes use wed-
ding contracts to stipulate that 
the “wife will never work” or 
that she must agree to live with 
his mother, senior cleric Adel 
al-Kalbani said.

The new conditions are a sign 
of the kingdom’s social trans-
formation that appears to be 
granting women more rights, 
Kalbani and Ajemi said.

But they could also cause 
strains in marriages.

Saudi media has already re-
ported a spike in divorce cases 
in recent years.

“In the past, society did not 
listen to women. Husbands 
would turn around and firmly 
say ‘No’,” cleric Ajemi said.

“But now they are listening 
to the aspirations of women, 
adapting to their demands.”

‘I don’t want you’

Saudi cleric Abdulmohsen al-Ajemi, shows samples of wedding contracts 
during an interview with AFP in the capital Riyadh

Saudi women register to receive their driving licences after completing their 
training at the Saudi Driving School (SDS), in the capital Riyadh

Sabeeha al-Fakher, a 68-year-old Saudi widow, poses next to her pearl-silver Lexus in the coastal town of Qatif, about 
400 kilometres east of the capital Riyadh

A Saudi woman shows wedding dresses to a friend at a bridal expo in the Red 
Sea city of Jeddah
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KNOW WHAT

I cannot bear the pain 
anymore. I can’t sleep 

at night. I asked the 
doctors to cut off my 

hands so I can at least 
get some relief

ABDUL BAJANDAR

Bangladeshi onlookers gather around a derailed train after a bridge collapse in Kulaura

Bridge collapse sends Bangladesh train plunging
Dhaka, Bangladesh

A train plunged into a canal 
when the bridge it was trav-

elling across gave way, killing 
four people and injuring 100 
more in Bangladesh yesterday.

Officials said part of the 
bridge collapsed as the express 
train went over, sending five cars 
crashing to the ground, with one 
of them landing in the water.

Scores of people were trapped 
in the accident at Kalaura, 300 
kilometres (185 miles) from 
Dhaka.

Local people joined fire and 
police teams in pulling the dead 
and injured out of the wreckage, 
Rashidul Hasan, a police super-
intendent, told AFP.

Regional government admin-
istrator Tofael Islam said part of 
the bridge gave way as the train 

was crossing.
Twenty-one of the injured 

were taken to a hospital in Syl-
het, the nearest city, in serious 
condition. 

Train services from Dhaka 
to the northeast were stopped 
because of the accident.
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Train plunged into a canal as a
bridge collapsed on June 24

Kalaura

Bangladesh rail crash

Vietnam jails US 
citizen for ‘state 
overthrow’ attempt
Hanoi, Vietnam 

A US citizen was sen-
tenced yesterday to 12 

years in Vietnamese pris-
on for “attempting to over-
throw the state”, a lawyer 
and state media said, as the 
one-party country squeezes 
dissent.

Vietnamese-American 
Michael Nguyen was de-
tained in July last year while 
travelling in the country 
with two activists, who 
were also arrested.

The trio were accused of 
setting up a group to pre-
pare armed protest and 
the occupation of official 
“headquarters” in Hanoi 
and Ho Chi Minh City.

US President Trump 
to visit Seoul
Seoul, South Korea

US President Donald 
Trump will visit South 

Korea at the weekend after 
the G20 summit to discuss 
deadlocked nuclear talks 
with the North with Pres-
ident Moon Jae-in, Seoul’s 
presidential office said yes-
terday. Trump will fly to 
the South Korean capital 
on Saturday after attending 
the G20 summit in Japan, 
officials said. 

Two survivors 
pulled from 
collapsed Cambodia 
building
Sihanoukville, Cambodia 

Two men were pulled 
alive from the rubble 

of a collapsed Cambodian 
building yesterday, more 
than two days after the con-
struction site accident that 
left at least 25 dead.

Hopes that more survi-
vors may be found under the 
debris had been fading, and 
the prime minister ordered 
inspections of all construc-
tion sites at the beach town 
which is undergoing a Chi-
nese-bankrolled develop-
ment boom. Three Chinese 
nationals and a Cambodian 
landowner have been held 
for questioning. 

Boris Becker auctions trophies to pay off debts
London

Trophies and personal sou-
venirs belonging to German 

tennis star Boris Becker will 
be auctioned online by British 
firm Wyles Hardy to partially 
clear the bankrupt champion’s  
debts.

The youngest winner in Wim-
bledon’s history, who claimed 
the first of three titles aged just 
17, is auctioning off 82 items in-
cluding medals, cups, watches 
and photographs.

The sale will end on July 11, 
Wyles Hardy said on its website.

Some of the trophies up for 
grabs include a replica of a Chal-
lenge Cup awarded to Becker 
following one of his Wimble-
don wins, and the three-quarter 
size replica of the Renshaw Cup 
presented after he became the 
youngest ever Grand Slam sin-
gles champion.

His Wimbledon finalist medal 
from 1990, when he was beaten 
by Swede Stefan Edberg, and a 
replica of the US Open silver cup 
made by jeweller Tiffany for his 

1989 victory over Ivan Lendl, 
will also be included in the sale.

The indebted 51-year-old 
champion was declared bank-
rupt in 2017.

In June 2018, he claimed he 
had diplomatic status and there-
fore immunity, thus stopping the 
sale at the last minute.

The former world number 
one claimed that he had been 
appointed by the President of 
the Central African Republic as 

a sporting, cultural and humani-
tarian “attache” to the European 
Union. But the Central African 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs re-
plied that the passport bran-
dished by Becker was a fake one, 
coming from a batch of “blank 
passports stolen in 2014”.

‘Very substantial bids’
Becker finally ended this bi-

zarre episode in December by 
waiving his right to immunity 
in a London court specialising 
in insolvency cases, leading the 
auction house to put the tro-
phies back on the market.

The first attempt “attracted 
very substantial bids,” Mark 
Ford, one of the three trustees 
of Becker’s bankruptcy estate, 
said in a statement.

However, the sales will not be 
enough to cover debts valued at 
millions of pounds.

The pastor who married him 
in 2009 also took him to court 
in Switzerland and the German 
courts in 2002 gave him a two-
year suspended sentence and a 
fine of 500,000 euros ($570,000) 
over 1.7 million euros in unpaid 
taxes.

Some of the trophies up for grabs include a replica of a Challenge Cup and the 
three-quarter size replica of the Renshaw Cup presented after he became the 
youngest ever Grand Slam singles champion

Boris Becker now focuses on his tennis 
activities, particularly commentating, 
as he attempts to use his fame to wipe 
out his debts

The six-times Grand 
Slam winner, nick-

named “Boom Boom” 
Becker for his devas-
tating serve, won 49 
titles and more than 
20 million euros in 

prize money during his 
career

‘Tree Man’ wants hands amputated
• Doctors had believed 
they had beaten the 
disease but Bajandar fled 
a Dhaka clinic in May last 
year following a relapse

• Abul Bajandar has 
had 25 operations since 
2016 to remove growths

Dhaka, Bangladesh

A Bangladeshi known as 
the “Tree Man” because 
of bark-like growths 

on his body said yesterday he 
wanted his hands amputated to 
relieve him of unbearable pain.

Abul Bajandar has had 
25 operations 
s i n c e  2 0 1 6 
t o  r e m o v e 

growths 

from his hands and feet caused 
by a rare syndrome.

Doctors had believed they had 
beaten the disease but Bajandar 
fled a Dhaka clinic in May last 
year following a relapse.

The 28-year-old father of one 
was readmitted to hospital in 
January because the condition 
worsened, with some growths 
several inches long.

“I cannot bear the pain an-
ymore. I can’t sleep at night. I 
asked the doctors to cut off my 
hands so I can at least get some 
relief,” he said.

His mother Amina Bibi sup-
ported the plea. “At least he 
will be free o f 
pain. It’s 
a hellish 
c o n d i -
t i o n ,” 
s h e 
said.

Bajander suffers from ep-
idermodysplasia verru-

ciformis, a rare genetic 
condition also known as 
“tree man syndrome”.

Bajandar said he 
wanted to go abroad 
for better treatment, 
but he does not have 
the money to cover 
the expenses.

Sa m a n t a  L a l 
Sen,  the chief 
plastic surgeon at 

Dhaka Medical College 
Hospital, said 

a board of seven doctors will 
discuss Bajandar’s condition on 
Tuesday.

“He gave his personal opinion. 
But we will do whatever is the 
best solution for him,” said Sen.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na promised free treatment for 
Bajandar after his plight made 
national and international head-
lines.

Bajander lived in the hospi-
tal’s private wing for nearly two 
years during his first round of 
treatment.

Fewer than half a dozen peo-
ple around the world are be-
lieved to have the syndrome.

The hospital also treated a 
young Bangladeshi girl suffering 
from the condition in 2017.

Doctors declared her surgery 
a success, but her father later 
said the growths had returned 
in even greater numbers and the 
family halted the treatment and 
returned to their village.

Suspected 
mastermind of 
Ethiopia attacks 
shot dead
Addis Ababa, Ethiopias

Ethiopian police have 
shot dead a securi-

ty chief suspected of or-
chestrating a deadly bid 
to overthrow the region-
al Amhara government, 
with possible links to the 
murder of the army chief, 
s t a t e  m e d i a  re p o r t e d  
yesterday. 

Prime Minister Abiy 
Ahmed’s office had named 
Amhara security chief 
Asaminew Tsige as the chief 
suspect in an “attempted 
coup” in the region that left 
its president, top adviser 
and attorney general dead 
on Saturday.

Abul Bajandar , 28, dubbed “Tree Man” for 
massive bark-like warts on his hands and feet, 
sits at Dhaka Medical College Hospital in Dhaka


