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the phone more than 1,500 miles away,
as Yovany made new friends, went to a
new school, learned to live without her
— have been slow to regrow.

By the time they were reunited, her
son had matured into a young man,
taller than her and with a deepening
voice, one he could use to hold a conver-
sation in English. Ms. Peren, frantic dur-
ing the time it took to get him back, had
lost some of her hair and developed a
condition that, when set off by stress,
caused her face to sag on one side.

Years after the mass separations of
migrant families spurred a national out-
cry because of the trauma they caused,
much of the public outrage over the pol-
icy eased as thousands of parents and
children were eventually reunited.

But for families like Ms. Peren’s,
swept up by the Trump administration’s
most widely debated attempt to deter
immigration, the story did not end when
the policy did. To some degree, Ms.
Peren and her son are lucky. They are
being sponsored by an affluent family
who took them into their spacious house
in an upscale New York City neighbor-
hood. Volunteer groups have acted as in-
formal social workers, tracking down
doctors to provide free medical care and
answering crisis phone calls at any hour.

But such groups are running short of
resources now.

“Everybody’s tapped out emotionally,

When Leticia Peren bid her 15-year-old
son, Yovany, good night in a Texas Bor-
der Patrol station three years ago, he
was still small enough that she, standing
less than five feet tall, reached down a
little when she placed her hand on his
shoulder and urged him to rest.

Earlier that night, the two of them had
concluded their long journey from Gua-
temala by walking for hours in the
whistling desert wind, losing sight of
their own feet in mud that felt like quick-
sand. The Border Patrol agents who ap-
prehended them outside Presidio,
Texas, placed them in separate cells. Ex-
hausted, Ms. Peren fell into a deep sleep,
but woke up to a new nightmare. Yovany
was gone, sent to a shelter in Arizona.
Ms. Peren had no money and no lawyer.
When she next saw him, more than two
years had passed.

At the time of their reunification,
Yovany was the last remaining child in
custody whom the U.S. government con-
sidered eligible to be released. The
bonds broken during their 26 months
apart — when Ms. Peren was a voice on

financially, caseload wise,” said Julie
Schwietert Collazo, the director of one
such group, Immigrant Families To-
gether. “The need is kind of endless.
There are cases where I’ve called so
many people, and nobody will help me.”

And it is sometimes confounding to
Ms. Peren that she could feel so troubled
in the home where she and Yovany are

living, with its fancy appliances and art
from around the world. Her childhood
home in Guatemala had a dirt floor sur-
rounded in part by chicken wire rather
than exterior walls.

When she was 8, her mother sent her
away to do domestic work in the homes
of wealthier Guatemalan families who 
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Leticia Peren waiting in February for her son, Yovany, at La Guardia Airport in New York City. They had been separated after crossing the U.S. border together 26 months earlier.
PHOTOGRAPHS BY RYAN CHRISTOPHER JONES FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Yearning to heal a divide
Some migrant families
separated by U.S. policy
struggle to fully reconnect

BY CAITLIN DICKERSON

Ms. Peren reuniting with Yovany, who had matured into a young man. The bonds that
were broken during their time apart have been slow to regrow.

In the opening scene of the Danish di-
rector Thomas Vinterberg’s new film,
“Another Round,” a group of teenagers
plays an unusual drinking game. Racing
giddily in pairs around a city lake, they
stop at every bench to down a beer from
the case they haul between them. The
first pair to circle the lake and empty
their bottles wins.

If this were an American film, the
scene might lead to tragedy or a hard-
won lesson.

But in Vinterberg’s hands, neither ca-
tastrophe nor moralizing materialize.

Except for a bit of synchronized vom-
iting, no one gets hurt.

The adults watch the youths’ antics

indulgently, and even the police seem in
on the joke.

“Another Round” may be about drink-
ing, but its vision of alcohol, although
nuanced, is largely jubilant.

In Denmark, where movie theaters

have been open since June, the film has
been a resounding success, selling over
half a million tickets (in a country of 5.8
million people) in its first month. Part of
this popularity is no doubt thanks to the
quality of the performances, led by

Mads Mikkelsen, and the script, which
Vinterberg co-wrote with Tobias Lind-
holm. But its depiction of the Danish re-
lationship to alcohol has also clearly res-
onated.

“It’s like what he did with ‘Festen,’”
Katrine Hornstrup Yde, a culture editor
and film critic for the newspaper Infor-
mation, said of Vinterberg (in North
America, the movie’s title is “The Cele-
bration”). “He shows us that this small,
funny game is the key to really looking
at ourselves.”

The film has also premiered at a time
when, thanks to the coronavirus and a
resurgent #MeToo movement, Den-
mark’s alcohol habits are under new
scrutiny. In a culture that perceives it-
self as reserved — even shy — and
which has little tradition of small talk,
drinking is an especially important fuel
for social connection. That might help
explain why Danes have the highest
rates of “heavy, episodic” drinking of
any country in the European Union.

“Another Round” begins its explora-
tion of how alcohol can both enhance 
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Merrily they drink in Denmark
COPENHAGEN

A filmmaker explores 
the social culture of his
country’s love of alcohol

BY LISA ABEND

“Another Round” debuts at a time when Denmark’s alcohol habits face new scrutiny.
HENRIK OHSTEN/SAMUEL GOLDWYN FILMS

The New York Times publishes opinion
from a wide range of perspectives in
hopes of promoting constructive debate
about consequential questions.

As a government regulator sidled into a
car, the Chinese pharmaceutical execu-
tive handed over a paper bag stuffed
with $44,000 in cash.

The executive, Du Weimin, was eager
to get his company’s vaccines approved,
and he needed help. The official took the
money and vowed to try his best, ac-
cording to court documents from 2016.

Several months later, Mr. Du got the
green light to begin clinical trials for two
vaccines. They were ultimately ap-
proved, generating tens of millions of
dollars in revenue.

The government official was jailed for
taking bribes from Mr. Du and several
other vaccine makers. Mr. Du was never
charged.

Instead, he built an empire. His com-
pany, Shenzhen Kangtai Biological
Products, is one of China’s largest vac-
cine makers. And Mr. Du, dubbed the
“king of vaccines,” is one of the richest
men in China.

Capitalizing on that success, Mr. Du
and his company are now at the fore-
front of the global race to produce a co-
ronavirus vaccine, a national priority
for China’s ruling Communist Party.
Kangtai will be the exclusive manufac-
turer in mainland China for the vaccine
made by the British-Swedish pharma-
ceutical giant AstraZeneca, and the
companies could work together on deals
for other countries. The Chinese com-
pany is also in early trials for its own
candidate.

Mr. Du’s success, against the back-
drop of scandal, is not an outlier in
China. It is the norm.

As the Chinese government has
pushed to develop vaccine companies of
global renown, the state has fostered
and protected an industry plagued by
corruption and controversy.

Drug companies, eager to get their
products into the hands of consumers,
have used financial incentives to sway
poorly compensated government work-
ers for regulatory approvals. Hundreds
of Chinese officials have been accused in
recent years of taking bribes in cases in-
volving vaccine companies, according
to a review of court records. The compa-
nies and executives implicated rarely
face punishment.

Oversight has been weak, contribut-
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Scandal 
has trailed a
vaccine giant
in China
Company has teamed up
with Western drug maker 
AstraZeneca in Covid race

BY SUI-LEE WEE
AND JAVIER C. HERNÁNDEZ

President-elect Joe Biden has made it
clear that his preferred method for
dealing with Iran is to find a way back to
the nuclear deal the Obama administra-
tion concluded in 2015, while bargaining
for an extension to some of its key provi-
sions.

“If Iran returns to strict compliance,”
Biden wrote in a September op-ed for
CNN, “the United States would rejoin
the agreement as a starting point for
follow-on negotiations.”

The Iranian regime, for its part, has
made it clear that, in reaction to last
month’s assassination of its nuclear

scientist Mohsen
Fakhrizadeh, it
intends to ramp up
its production of
enriched uranium
while threatening to
expel international
inspectors by early
February if the
United States does-
n’t immediately lift
sanctions.

The regime has also ruled out any
extensions to the nuclear deal, from
which President Trump withdrew in
2018. “It will never be renegotiated,”
says Foreign Minister Javad Zarif.
“Period.”

There’s a way out of this impasse. The
Biden administration should — and,
more important, can — bide its time.

Tehran is desperate to have sanctions
lifted. In 2016, after the nuclear deal had
taken effect, it exported roughly 2.1
million barrels of crude oil a day. In
2020, after the Trump administration
imposed sanctions, it exported less than
a quarter of that. The inflation rate is
running somewhere between 42 and 99
percent. Protests a year ago, triggered
by a rise in fuel prices, led to massive
street demonstrations calling for an end
to the regime.

The regime’s response to its economic
and political crises has been to up the
stakes. It wagers that it can provoke a
nuclear crisis and then stampede the
new administration into giving up its
immense economic leverage even
before meaningful negotiations begin.
Once the main sanctions are lifted,
Tehran can concede things it never had
a right to withdraw, such as U.N. access
to its nuclear facilities under the terms
of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty,
while haggling for things it shouldn’t be 

On Iran, 
Biden can
bide his time

OPINION

The new
administration
should not be
stampeded
into returning
to the nuclear
deal.
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Bret Stephens

A HUGE TEST FOR BRITAIN
Distributing vaccines is the biggest
logistical challenge ever faced by the
country’s health service. PAGE 4

IT’S FREE, BUT RUSSIANS AREN’T SURE
Russia is racing to inoculate its citizens
amid a wave of infection, but distrust
toward its vaccine looms large. PAGE 4
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Chuck Yeager, the most famous test pi-
lot of his generation who was the first to
break the sound barrier, and, thanks to
the author Tom Wolfe, came to personify
the death-defying aviator who pos-
sessed the elusive yet unmistakable
“right stuff,” died on Monday. He was 97.

His death was announced via his offi-
cial Twitter account, which cited his
wife, Victoria.

General Yeager came out of the West
Virginia hills with only a high school ed-
ucation and with a drawl that left many a
fellow pilot bewildered. The first time he
went up in a plane, he was sick to his
stomach.

But he became a fighter ace in World
War II, shooting down five German
planes in a single day and 13 over all. In
the decade that followed, he helped
usher in the age of military jets and
spaceflight. He flew more than 150 mili-
tary aircraft, logging more than 10,000
hours in the air.

His signal achievement came on Oct.
14, 1947, when he climbed out of a B-29
bomber as it ascended over California’s
Mojave Desert from what was then
known as Muroc Air Force Base, and en-
tered the cockpit of an orange, bullet-
shaped, rocket-powered experimental
plane attached to the bomb bay.

An Air Force captain at the time, he
zoomed off in the plane, a Bell Aircraft
X-1, at an altitude of 23,000 feet, and
when he reached about 43,000 feet
above the desert, history’s first sonic
boom reverberated across the floor of
the dry lake beds. He had reached a
speed of 700 miles an hour, breaking the
sound barrier and dispelling the long-
held fear that any plane flying at or be-
yond the speed of sound would be torn
apart by shock waves.

“After all the anticipation to achieve
this moment, it really was a letdown,” he
wrote in his best-selling memoir “Yea-
ger” (1985), a collaboration with Leo
Janos. “There should’ve been a bump in
the road, something to let you know that
you had just punched a nice, clean hole
through the sonic barrier. The Ugh-
known was a poke through Jell-O. Later
on, I realized that this mission had to
end in a letdown because the real barri-
er wasn’t in the sky but in our knowl-
edge and experience of supersonic
flight.”

Nonetheless, that exploit ranked
alongside the Wright brothers’ first
flight at Kitty Hawk in 1903 and Charles
Lindbergh’s solo flight to Paris in 1927 as
epic events in the history of aviation. In
1950, General Yeager’s X-1 plane, which
he christened Glamorous Glennis, hon-
oring his wife, went on display at the
Smithsonian’s National Air and Space
Museum in Washington.

But General Yeager, in the headlines
for a time, became a national celebrity
only after the publication of “The Right
Stuff,” by Tom Wolfe, in 1979 and the
movie based on it four years later, in
which General Yeager was played by
Sam Shepard. In the opening scene, he
was depicted breaking the sound barri-
er.

In his portrayal of the astronauts of
NASA’s Mercury program, Mr. Wolfe

wrote about the post-World War II test
pilot fraternity in California’s desert and
its notion that “a man should have the
ability to go up in a hurtling piece of ma-
chinery and put his hide on the line and
then have the moxie, the reflexes, the
experience, the coolness to pull it back
in the last yawning moment — and then
go up again the next day, and the next
day, and every next day.”

That quality, understood but unspo-
ken, would entitle a pilot to be part of
“the very Brotherhood of the Right Stuff
itself.”

Mr. Wolfe also wrote about a noncha-
lance affected by pilots in the face of an
emergency in a voice “specifically Ap-
palachian in origin” that was first heard
in military circles but ultimately ema-

nated from the cockpits of commercial
airliners.

“It was,” Mr. Wolfe said, “the drawl of
the most righteous of all the possessors
of the right stuff: Chuck Yeager.”

In his memoir, General Yeager said he
was annoyed when people asked him if
he had the right stuff, since he felt it im-
plied a talent he was born with.

“All I know is I worked my tail off
learning to learn how to fly, and worked
hard at it all the way,” he wrote. “If there
is such a thing as the right stuff in pilot-
ing, then it is experience. The secret to
my success was that somehow I always
managed to live to fly another day.”

Charles Elwood Yeager was born on
Feb. 13, 1923, in Myra, W.Va., the second
of five children of Albert Yeager and the

former Susie Mae Sizemore. He grew up
in nearby Hamlin, a town of 400, where
his father drilled for natural gas in the
coal fields. By the time he was 6, he was
shooting squirrels and rabbits and skin-
ning them for family dinners, reveling in
a country boy’s life.

He enlisted in the Army Air Forces
out of high school in September 1941, be-
coming an airplane mechanic. One day
he took a ride with a maintenance officer
flight-testing a plane he had serviced
and promptly threw up over the back
seat. But he joined a flight program for
enlisted men in July 1942, figuring it
would get him out of kitchen detail and
guard duty. He received his pilot wings
and appointment as a flight officer in
March 1943 while at a base in Arizona,

and was commissioned as a second lieu-
tenant after arriving in England for
training.

He possessed a natural coordination
and aptitude for understanding an air-
plane’s mechanical system along with
coolness under pressure. He enjoyed
spins and dives and loved staging mock
dogfights with his fellow trainees.

He flew P-51 Mustang fighters in the
European theater during World War II,
and in March 1944, on his eighth mis-
sion, he was shot down over France by a
German fighter plane and parachuted
into woods with leg and head wounds.
But he was hidden by members of the
French underground, made it to neutral
Spain by climbing the Pyrenees, carry-
ing a severely wounded flier with him,

and returned to his base in England.
Downed pilots were not generally put

back into combat, but his pleas to see ac-
tion again were granted. On Oct. 12,
1944, leading three fighter squadrons es-
corting bombers over Bremen, he
downed five German planes, becoming
an ace in a day. In November, he shot
down another four planes in one day.

After the war, he was assigned to
Muroc Army Air Base in California,
where hotshot pilots were testing jet
prototypes. He was chosen over more
senior pilots to fly the Bell X-1 in a quest
to break the sound barrier, and when he
set out to do it, he could barely move,
having broken two ribs a couple of
nights earlier when he crashed into a
fence while racing with his wife on
horseback in the desert.

The Air Force kept the feat a secret,
an outgrowth of the Cold War with the
Soviet Union, but in December 1947, Avi-
ation Week magazine revealed that the
sound barrier had been broken and the
Air Force finally acknowledged it in
June 1948. But life continued much the
same at Muroc. The pilots and their fam-
ilies had quarters little better than
shacks, the days were scorching and the
nights frigid, the landscape barren. The
pilots flew by day and caroused by night,
piling into the Pancho Barnes bar, where
the liquor was plentiful.

In December 1949, Muroc was re-
named Edwards Air Force Base, and it
became a center for advanced aviation
research leading to the space program.
In December 1953, General Yeager flew
the X-1A plane at nearly two and a half
times the speed of sound after barely
surviving a spin, setting a world speed
record.

In the fall of 1953, he was dispatched
to an air base on Okinawa, in Japan, to
test a MiG-15 Russian-built fighter that
had been flown into American hands by
a North Korean defector. Battling
stormy weather as he took the plane
aloft, he analyzed its strengths and
weaknesses. In 1962, he became com-
mander of the school at Edwards that
trained prospective astronauts.

He commanded a fighter wing during
the Vietnam War while holding the rank
of colonel. He flew 127 missions, mainly
piloting Martin B-57 light bombers that
attacked enemy troops and their sup-
plies along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

After serving as head of aerospace
safety for the Air Force, he retired as a
brigadier general in 1975. His decora-
tions included the Distinguished Serv-
ice Medal, the Silver Star, the Legion of
Merit, the Distinguished Flying Cross
and the Bronze Star. He received the
Presidential Medal of Freedom, the na-
tion’s highest civilian award, from Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan in 1985.

General Yeager later became a famil-
iar face in commercials and made nu-
merous public appearances. Flying F-15
planes, he broke the sound barrier again
on the 50th and 55th anniversaries of his
pioneering flight, and he was a pas-
senger on an F-15 plane in another
breaking of the sound barrier to com-
memorate the 65th anniversary.

His second wife is the former Victoria
D’Angelo. They were married in 2003.
His first wife, the former Glennis Dick-
house, with whom he had four children,
died in 1990. The children are Susan Yea-
ger, Michael and Don Yeager, and
Sharon Yeager Flick.

In his memoir, General Yeager wrote
that through all his years as a pilot, he
made sure to “learn everything I could
about my airplane and my emergency
equipment.”

It may not have accorded with his im-
age, but as he told it: “I was always
afraid of dying. Always.”

Test pilot who broke the sound barrier
CHUCK YEAGER
1923-2020

BY RICHARD GOLDSTEIN

Clockwise from above: Chuck Yeager, center, as an Air Force fighter pilot in Europe in front of his P-51 Mustang with his ground crew; the actor Sam Shepard, left, and General
Yeager on the set of “The Right Stuff,” the 1983 film based on the book by Tom Wolfe; General Yeager in 1948, the year after he became the first pilot to break the sound barrier.

COURTESY OF CHUCK YEAGER

ASSOCIATED PRESS WARNER BROS.

“All I know is I worked my 
tail off learning to learn 
how to fly, and worked hard
at it all the way.”

life’s joys and destroy them with an idea
from Finn Skarderud, a (real-life) Nor-
wegian psychiatrist who has suggested
that humans are born with a blood alco-
hol level that is too low; raise it to 0.05
percent, his theory goes, and they per-
form better. In the film, the main charac-
ters — four schoolteachers grappling
with midlife malaise — put this theory to
the test.

To prepare for their roles, the actors
went through an alcohol boot camp of
sorts.

“We used breathalyzers to test, OK,
what happens at 0.05, what happens to
your speech at 0.08, at 0.1?” Mikkelsen
said. “With two glasses of wine, every-
thing becomes a little easier. You’re in
the zone, having a nice conversation,
playing darts really well. At five beers,
you’re getting sloppy; at eight, you’re
not hitting the board anymore.”

Encouraged by the creativity and pas-
sion unleashed by their elevated blood
alcohol, the four characters pursue ever
higher levels of inebriation. That be-
came more of a challenge for the actors,
who wanted to avoid any caricatures.
“However blurry things get in the 0.0 to
0.1 range, there’s still consciousness
there,” Mikkelsen said. “And then all of a
sudden it tilts, and you don’t care any-
more. That’s where all the crazy stuff
happens.”

Alcohol’s shifting effects from social
lubricant to knockout punch are well
known to anyone who has ever had a few
too many. But Vinterberg also recog-
nizes that for the normally reserved
Danes, alcohol can be especially impor-
tant. “We have this very constant, very
chaste debate about alcohol,” he said.
“But we also drink like Vikings.”

Whether it comes to sex or fighting, he
added, “it helps us lose control.”

In its earliest incarnation, the film
was “a celebration of alcohol, pure and
simple,” Vinterberg said. “I looked at all
the great, amazing accomplishments
done by really drunk people in politics
and the arts.”

The drinking habits of Ernest Hem-
ingway and Winston Churchill still fig-
ure in the film, and one of its funniest se-
quences is a montage of clearly sloshed
world leaders. But in its final form, “An-
other Round” has acquired a more nu-
anced view, one that makes room for al-
cohol’s dark side, following a personal
tragedy that spurred Vinterberg to ex-
pand the movie’s scope.

Four days after filming began, his 19-
year-old daughter Ida was killed when a
car driven by a man texting on his phone
hit the vehicle in which she and her
mother were traveling. Ida was meant
to play one of Mikkelsen’s character’s
children in the film, and the movie is set
at her high school. In his grief, Vinter-
berg almost abandoned the project.

“My daughter is dead, and here we
have this film about alcohol,” he said. “It
didn’t make any sense. Unless we in-
sisted that it become a film about life,
that it become a life-affirming film.”

For Mikkelsen, the transition was
subtle. “That other meaning was al-
ready there in the script; we just had to
bring it into the light,” he said. “It wasn’t

something we all decided. It just hap-
pened naturally.”

Part of what makes the Danish rela-
tionship to drinking unusual is how
much takes place among the young —
especially 15-to-17-year-olds. Vinter-
berg himself only recognized the pecu-
liarity of the Lake Run tradition that
opens the film when a visiting American
friend registered astonishment at his
letting his daughter take part. “Another
Round” also raises the interesting ques-
tion of whether Danes learn their habit
of connecting through alcohol at an ex-
ceedingly early age.

Denmark has some of the highest
rates of teenage drinking in the world; a
World Health Organization report re-

leased earlier this year found that Dan-
ish 15-year-olds consumed alcohol at
nearly double the European average.
Recent efforts to raise the minimum age
for purchasing alcohol to 18 from 16 have
met with resistance, in part because old-
er adults recall their own youthful in-
toxications so fondly.

“Being a young person in Denmark is
and will be inextricably linked to alcohol
and drinking,” Maja Gildin Zuckerman,
an anthropologist, wrote recently in the
newspaper Weekendavisen. “It’s part of
who we are. So we toast with them when
they are 15 and pick them up at the
emergency room after their stomachs
are pumped when they are 16.”

Adult drinking habits have also fallen

under renewed scrutiny recently after a
second wave of #MeToo sexual har-
assment revelations began in Denmark
in late August, resulting in a number of
high-profile resignations, including a
political party leader and the mayor of
Copenhagen. Both men admitted to in-
appropriately touching women at office
Christmas parties — called julefrokost
— at which extreme inebriation and
other transgressive behaviors are not
merely common but expected.

“It’s clear that our drinking culture
has so much to do with sexual assault,”
said Yde, the culture editor. “Right now
there’s a lot more reflecting going on
about these things.”

Although he applauds the discussions
about harassment and drinking that are
taking place, Vinterberg is pleased that
his film has not, by and large, been
pulled into the debate. “We’re not poli-
ticians or schoolteachers or priests,” he
said. “We ask questions but we insist on
not giving answers.”

Still, he admits to some concern about
how his disinterest in moralizing would
play in the United States, where the film
opened last week. (It will be available on
iTunes and other platforms on Dec. 18.)
“A movie about four white, middle-aged,
heterosexual men teaching youngsters
to drink,” he said with a slight smile.
“What’s not to be worried about?”

In Denmark, which has chosen the
film for its Oscar submission, “Another
Round” is being received as the love let-
ter Vinterberg intended.

“We have a special drinking culture,
but until now, I don’t think we’ve had a
single cultural representation that cap-
tures it,” Yde said, adding that the film
“seems destined to become our shared
reference point.”

Merrily they drink (and drink) in Denmark
DENMARK, FROM PAGE 1

CARSTEN SNEJBJERG FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

“Another Round,” above, directed by Thomas Vinterberg, right. “We have this very
constant, very chaste debate about alcohol,” he said. “But we also drink like Vikings.”
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In Bristol, England, a sports stadium is
being converted into a temporary clinic
to provide inoculations, as is a race-
course outside London. Village halls, li-
braries and parking lots across Britain
are also being quickly turned into make-
shift vaccination centers, with the gov-
ernment enlisting military planners for
advice.

As it began rolling out a coronavirus
vaccine on Tuesday, Britain was taking
on the biggest logistical challenge ever
faced by the country’s health service,
the vaccination of tens of millions of peo-
ple against the coronavirus in a matter
of months. At the same time, the law en-
forcement authorities were contending
with an array of potential security
threats to the vaccination campaign.

Inoculations were beginning at se-
lected hospitals throughout Britain that
have received the first batches of the
vaccine made by Pfizer and BioNTech,
which needs to be stored at a very low
temperature. But the temporary clinics
that are being hurriedly put together are
expected to play critical roles as the
mass vaccination program expands.

Retired health workers are being
asked to help, while the National Health
Service is also recruiting tens of thou-
sands of first aid workers and others to
help administer the shot, as the vaccine
becomes available to progressively
more people.

“I think all people who can help
should put their hands up,” said Sarah
Wollaston, who worked as a doctor be-
fore serving in Parliament until recently.
She has just completed part of an online
refresher course, to qualify to help in the
vaccine rollout.

“Physically, giving someone a vaccine
is very straightforward,” she said. “The
challenge is the logistics.”

While industry experts and health of-
ficials grapple with that, law enforce-
ment officers and cybersleuths face an

equally pressing challenge in the poten-
tial security threats surrounding a prod-
uct in such high demand.

“It is the most valuable asset on earth
right now,” said Lisa Forte, a former
British counterintelligence employee
and a partner at Red Goat, a cybersecur-
ity firm. “Naturally, this will attract
highly skilled cybercriminals, criminal
groups and state actors.”

Europol has warned that organized
crime groups might target trucks con-
taining vaccines for theft and hijacking,
and last week Interpol warned against
an “onslaught of all types of criminal ac-
tivity linked to the COVID-19 vaccine,”
which it has described as “liquid gold.”

From the factory to hospitals and
other sites, the Pfizer vaccine — be-
cause it has to be stored at around minus
70 degrees Celsius, or minus 94 Fahren-
heit — is acutely vulnerable to sabotage,
in addition to theft.

Last week, IBM said it had detected a
series of cyberattacks in September
against companies involved in the dis-

tribution of coronavirus vaccines across
the world. IBM said the attackers,
whose identity could not be determined,
had tried to learn how the vaccines
would be stored and delivered.

“We’ve seen petrochemical compa-
nies targeted, because they’re essential
in producing dry ice used to store the
vaccine,” said Claire Zaboeva, a senior
cyber-threat analyst at IBM’s Security
X-Force.

As nations compete to be among the
first to administer the vaccine, Ms.
Zaboeva added, state actors or even ter-
rorist groups might try to disrupt deliv-
eries. “Making loads of vaccine doses
spoiled and useless, that would be a
pretty destructive attack,” she said.

While security agencies look after
those concerns, Britain’s health service
will have the daunting problem of man-
aging a mass vaccination program that
will reach further and faster into the
population than any other public health
outreach in living memory.

Success is hardly guaranteed, given
Britain’s spotty record on logistics dur-
ing the Covid-19 crisis. In the early
stages of the pandemic hospitals were
left chronically short of basic protective
equipment like masks and gloves,
putting some workers at risk.

Since then, the government has strug-
gled to establish a test and trace system,

despite budgeting around $16 billion for
the much-criticized project.

Already, Pfizer’s problems sourcing
raw materials may force it to cut the
number of vaccine doses promised for
delivery this year to Britain possibly by
around half, to five million. And there is
a potential bottleneck in the production
of dry ice needed for packing and ship-
ping the vaccine.

Yet experts are cautiously optimistic
that the vaccine rollout will go better
than the government’s earlier, fumbling
efforts to address the pandemic because
it will be handled under the umbrella of
the National Health Service, which has
extensive experience with organizing
mass immunizations, like annual flu
shots.

“It is not going to be without problems
because of its scale and the logistics — I
would be amazed if in six months some-
thing, somewhere, didn’t go wrong,”
said Helen Buckingham, director of
strategy and operations at the Nuffield
Trust, a research institute specializing
in health.

But the concept of mass vaccination is
a familiar one, she added, “and overall
people are putting a lot of effort into
making this work.”

Vaccines will be offered at three dif-
ferent types of locations: hospitals; doc-
tors’ offices and clinics; and temporary
vaccination centers still being prepared,
including drive-through sites, sports
stadiums and public buildings.

Family doctors, who will carry much
of the burden, can call on their experi-
ence of giving at least 15 million flu shots
each year.

Coronavirus vaccination will be dif-
ferent for several reasons, however.

In addition to the Pfizer and BioN-
Tech vaccine, Britain is likely to autho-
rize at least two others, one produced by
Moderna and another by AstraZeneca
and the University of Oxford. But when
and where each one will be available is
unclear.

Martin Marshall, chair of the council
of the Royal College of General Practi-
tioners, notes that refrigeration require-
ments particularly for the Pfizer and
Moderna vaccines introduce a compli-
cation doctors do not have to manage
with flu shots.

Both require a second injection after
several weeks, which can be an adminis-
trative nightmare.

Shoppers in Newcastle, England. Vaccines will be offered at hospitals; doctors’ offices and clinics; and temporary vaccination centers still being prepared.
MARY TURNER FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

A giant test for Britain
LONDON

The health service faces
its biggest challenge in
rolling out immunizations

BY STEPHEN CASTLE
AND ELIAN PELTIER

Margaret Keenan, 90, became the first person in Britain to receive the vaccine. It was
administered by May Parsons at University Hospital in Coventry, England.
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Law enforcement officers 
and cybersleuths face an 
equally pressing challenge 
in the potential security threats.

Aleksei Zakharov, a Moscow economics
professor, got the Russian coronavirus
vaccine injected into his upper arm last
weekend.

Getting the shot was an easy decision,
he said — not because the Russian gov-
ernment said it was safe, but because
scores of Russians have shared their ex-
perience with it on social media.

“I trust the grass-roots collection of
information far more, of course, than
what the state says, at least before the
testing results are available and pub-
lished in a medical journal,” Mr. Zakha-
rov, 44, said in a telephone interview, al-
ready clear of a mild fever — a side-ef-
fect of the vaccine. “There’s no safe, no-
risk option here. Either you get the vac-
cine or you risk getting sick.”

Russia made its coronavirus vaccine
available for free in recent days to teach-
ers, medical workers and social-service
employees younger than 61 in Moscow.
But even more than in the West, a lack of
trust is hobbling Russia’s rollout of a
vaccine: the country’s scientists may
well have made great strides in battling
the pandemic, but many Russians are
not ready to believe it.

That distrust looms large as Russia
races to roll out the vaccine while facing
the fiercest onslaught of the pandemic
yet, with some 500 deaths per day.

The government, in part, has itself to
blame. President Vladimir V. Putin pro-
claimed in August that Russia had be-
come the first country in the world to ap-
prove a vaccine for the novel coronavi-
rus, to great fanfare in the state media,
even though it had not been tested in a
large-scale medical trial. Mr. Putin said
the vaccine worked “effectively
enough,” given the health emergency,
but critics charged that he was danger-
ously short-circuiting the long estab-
lished process for developing safe vac-
cines.

In research afterward, an independ-
ent Russian polling institute, the Levada
Center, found that the first-in-the-world
bombast may have only deepened Rus-
sians’ suspicions: in October, 59 percent
of respondents said they would not get a
coronavirus vaccine, even if it was vol-
untary and free of charge.

Denis Volkov, Levada’s deputy direc-
tor, said the typical response on the mat-
ter in focus groups was: “On the one
hand, we are happy that we are first. But
we won’t get it ourselves — let it go
through the trials.”

“I’m not planning on getting vacci-
nated because half the people say it’s not
a particularly good idea,” Valery Patrin,
a 21-year-old jazz orchestra musician,
said in an interview in Moscow on Mon-
day. “There’s no way the vaccine will be
tested normally.”

Aleksei A. Navalny, the Russian oppo-
sition leader now recuperating in Ger-
many from a nerve-agent attack, him-
self voiced doubts about the safety of the
vaccine on Saturday, calling on top gov-
ernment officials to get vaccinated
themselves “under the eye of doctors
and journalists.” While many members
of the Russian elite — from top business
executives and governors, to the editor
of the Kremlin’s RT television network
— have said they have already gotten
the vaccine, Mr. Putin himself has not,
though he says one of his daughters has.

The Russian government entity that
makes the vaccine now being distribut-
ed says its product is 95 percent effec-
tive, but outside experts are skeptical of
those claims. The name of the vaccine,
Sputnik V, suggests that the Kremlin
views the vaccine as part of its competi-
tion with the West: Sputnik was the first
satellite launched by the Soviet Union,
in 1957, a high point for Moscow during
the Cold War.

“Our Sputnik V is unpretentious and
reliable, like the Kalashnikov rifle,” the
state television host Dmitri Kiselyov
said on his show last month, describing
the Russian vaccine as superior to the
one codeveloped by the American com-
pany Pfizer.

At a state-run community clinic in the
neighborhood of Golyanovo, on the out-
skirts of Moscow, on Monday morning, a
steady stream of people who had previ-
ously signed up for a time slot online
presented identification and paperwork
showing they worked in education,
medicine or social services. Clinic em-
ployees checked patients’ medical
records for issues like allergies or hav-
ing received a different vaccine in the
last 30 days, then performed a quick
checkup.

“We have one feeling: pride,” said Ma-
ria V. Sokolova, the clinic’s head doctor.
“After all, we were the first to develop a
vaccine, and now we are the first in the
world to begin vaccinations.”

Indeed, Russia is pushing ahead with
its vaccination approval and adminis-
tration one step faster than Western
countries, though the rollout has been
hobbled by production challenges. On
Wednesday, the country’s health min-
ister, Mikhail Murashko, said that more
than 100,000 people had already been
vaccinated with Sputnik V, including
members of the military.

But that is a fraction of the country’s
population of 140 million. If Russia’s vac-
cination effort is to succeed, it appears
likely that it will depend on positive
word of mouth. Over the summer, the
polling firm Ipsos found Russians to be
more skeptical of a coronavirus vaccine
than the public anywhere else in the 27
countries polled.

Russians don’t trust
the Kremlin vaccine
MOSCOW

The government’s fanfare
at producing a world first
has added to skepticism

BY ANTON TROIANOVSKI

Russia has invited segments of the population to receive its vaccine for free at local
clinics. The government entity that makes the vaccine says it is 95 percent effective. 
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“There’s no way the vaccine will
be tested normally.”

One would think that koalas would be
easy to find and count. They’re large.
They’re fluffy. They’re mostly immobile
since they tend to sleep for about 20
hours a day.

Not so.
“It’s the fact that they don’t move

much that makes them hard to spot,”
said Desley Whisson, a wildlife ecologist
at Deakin University in Melbourne,
Australia.

This makes the Australian govern-
ment’s effort to count the population of
the native marsupials and record where
they live all the more daunting. In No-
vember, the government announced
that it would commit 2 million Austral-
ian dollars ($1.5 million) to fund an audit
of the species, and would use new meth-
ods to do so.

When the count begins, heat-seeking
drones, acoustic surveys and detector
dogs will be deployed. Individuals will
don hiking boots and head out into the
bush for some koala spotting. Many will
also look for koala droppings.

Estimates of koala populations have
historically varied wildly. In 2016, scien-
tists estimated there were over 300,000
koalas in Australia. In mid-2019, the
Australian Koala Foundation estimated
that fewer than 80,000 remained in the
country, and said the number could be
as low as 43,000. Concern and confusion
over the koalas’ numbers intensified
during Australia’s devastating bushfires
last year, leading to news articles that
the animals were “functionally extinct.”
But scientists challenged the accuracy
of that narrative.

A study commissioned by the World
Wildlife Fund estimated that over 61,000
koalas had been killed, injured or dis-
placed during last summer’s wildfires.

Even before the bushfires decimated

koala populations, there were growing
fears that the animals were in trouble.
Scientists and conservation organiza-
tions say the loss of habitat because of
land clearing is sending koalas more
and more into urban areas where they

could get flattened by cars and attacked
by dogs. Populations of koalas under
stress are also more prone to deadly dis-
eases, experts say.

The last national count, conducted in
2012, simply asked scientists to estimate
the number in certain regions, leading
to a range of approximations, such as
33,000 to 153,000 for one state.

“For all our focus on koalas, scientists
are telling us that there is a serious lack
of data about where populations actu-
ally are, how they are faring and the best
ways to help them recover after the dev-
astating bushfires,” the federal envi-
ronment minister, Sussan Ley, said in a
statement at the time of the announce-
ment.

The traditional method of counting
koalas was to simply have people see
how many they could spot. But when the
marsupials are high up in trees, staying
still and obscured by canopy, they’re
easy to miss with the naked eye, Dr.
Whisson said. Counts can vary wildly

from person to person and depending on
conditions, so that method can reap a
figure that is 20 percent to 80 percent of
the true population of any one location.

So scientists decided to employ a few
other methods. Koala droppings —
small brown pellets — found at the base
of trees can determine if they live in an
area. Detection dogs can locate both ko-
alas and their droppings. Male koalas
bellow during breeding season, so scien-
tists can leave recording devices at sites
to detect whether koalas are around.

Koalas in remote or hard-to-reach lo-
cations can be counted using heat-seek-
ing drones, but only in colder weather,
since the animals’ fur provides a lot of
insulation and they don’t give off much
heat.

If all of those methods are used to-
gether, and used well, a count that has
just a 10 percent margin of error can be
accomplished, Dr. Whisson said.

A spokesperson for Ms. Ley, the envi-
ronment minister, said that a national

workshop of koala experts will be held
next year to determine the best way to
conduct the count. “The audit will take
some months from there, depending on
the extent of the issues identified and
the strategies that are identified,” the
spokesperson added.

Dr. Whisson stressed that Australian
officials cannot wait for the results of the
audit to address the issue of declining
populations. There is already abundant
data to show that koala numbers are de-
clining in parts of the country, she said.

Some conservation groups are al-
ready taking the matter into their own
hands.

The World Wildlife Fund has an ambi-
tious target to double koala populations
in eastern Australia by using drones to
drop tens of thousands of eucalyptus
tree seeds to regenerate land ravaged
by bushfires (koalas eat eucalyptus
leaves and use the trees as shelter) and
create a fund to encourage landowners
to create koala havens.

Australia refines koala counting skills against a ticking clock
MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA

BY YAN ZHUANG

A koala at the Australian Reptile Park
near Sydney. The government has com-
mitted $1.5 million to fund a koala audit.
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It was a month before Donald J. Trump’s
inauguration, and one of his aides had a
delicate question: Wasn’t there going to
be a backlash when it became known
that the inauguration had spent donors’
money at Mr. Trump’s hotel in Washing-
ton, even though other places would
cost much less or even be free?

“These are events in P.E.’s honor at
his hotel, and one of them is with and for
family and close friends,” Stephanie
Winston Wolkoff, then an event planner
for Mr. Trump, wrote in an email to a col-
league in December 2016, referring to
Mr. Trump as the president-elect and
saying she raised the issue to “express
my concern.”

As Mr. Trump’s presidency comes to a
close, expenditures like those are re-
ceiving renewed legal scrutiny in the
form of a civil case being pursued by the
attorney general for the District of Co-
lumbia.

At the heart of the case is a question —
whether Mr. Trump and his family have
profited from his public role, sometimes
at the expense of taxpayers, competi-
tors and donors — that has been a per-
sistent theme of his tenure in the White
House.

More than 200 companies, special-in-
terest groups and foreign governments
patronized Mr. Trump’s properties dur-
ing his presidency while reaping bene-
fits from him and his administration.
Sixty of them spent $12 million at his
properties during the first two years he
was in office.

The Trump family business has re-
ceived millions of dollars in payments
by the Secret Service, the State Depart-
ment and the United States military to
Trump properties around the country
and the world. The president has visited
his properties on at least 417 days since
taking office, at times with world lead-
ers. And he and his affiliated political
committees spent more than $6.5 mil-
lion in campaign funds at his hotels and
other businesses since 2017, including a
million-dollar final burst in the weeks
before the election last month.

In the lawsuit now moving forward,
Attorney General Karl A. Racine of the
District of Columbia is arguing that Mr.
Trump’s inaugural committee illegally
overpaid his family business by as much
as $1.1 million for events held at the
Trump International Hotel in the city in
January 2017. Ivanka Trump was de-
posed in the case last week.

The lawsuit asks the court to order the
inauguration to recover the $1 million
paid to the Trump hotel and to redirect it
to a “proper public purpose” such as
“another nonprofit entity dedicated to
promoting civic engagement of the citi-
zens of the United States.”

Questions about spending, influence
and lobbying around the 2017 inaugural

have also drawn scrutiny from federal
prosecutors from two different offices in
New York, with charges filed against at
least one donor.

But for all the attention focused on the
issue, Mr. Trump is set to leave office
without a clear resolution of what limits
there should be on a president’s ability
to profit from his public role.

Lawsuits brought by nonprofit groups
and attorneys general in Washington
and Maryland claiming that Mr. Trump
had violated the so-called emoluments
clause of the Constitution were never re-
solved during his term and now face po-
tential dismissal once he is out of power.

“It is more than just frustrating,” said
Laurence H. Tribe, a constitutional law
professor at Harvard, who has been in-
volved in the emoluments litigation.
“The most serious questions about the
abuse of presidential power and the use
of the presidency as a center of personal
gain and profit remain unresolved. The
wheels of justice clearly ground more
slowly than some would have hoped.”

The issue played out especially visi-
bly at the Trump International Hotel in
Washington, which opened in late Octo-
ber 2016, two weeks before Mr. Trump
was elected.

The hotel became a focal point for lob-
byists, White House aides, Republicans
in Congress and hundreds of others who
sought a way to impress Mr. Trump,

even though tax records obtained by
The New York Times show that the
property continued to lose money
through at least 2018.

The case Mr. Racine is pursuing is
moving ahead after he spent several
years collecting evidence about the ar-
rangements between the presidential
inaugural committee and the hotel.

Mr. Trump’s inauguration was unlike
any other in American history: He
raised more than $107 million, twice the

previous record, as corporate donors
poured tens of millions of dollars into the
inaugural committee. Spending also
took place at a record rate.

At the Trump hotel, the inaugural
committee and guests attending the in-
auguration were already planning to fill
most of the 263 rooms, which Mr. Racine
argued meant that ballroom space
would typically be offered for free or at
least at a major discount.

But when the hotel initially asked the

inaugural committee to pay $450,000 a
day to rent the ballrooms and other com-
mon spaces, it provoked immediate
questions from both Ms. Wolkoff, who
has since broken with the Trump family,
and Rick Gates, then the inaugural com-
mittee’s deputy chairman, who would go
on to plead guilty to charges stemming
from the special counsel’s investigation.

“First, the cost itself seems quite high
compared to other property buyouts for
the week,” Mr. Gates wrote in an email to

Ivanka Trump 38 days before the inau-
guration. “Second, I am a bit worried
about the optics of P.I.C. paying Trump
Hotel a high rent fee and the media mak-
ing a big story out of it,” he added, refer-
ring to the presidential inaugural com-
mittee.

Ms. Trump wrote to Mickael C.
Damelincourt, the hotel’s general man-
ager, and asked him to call Mr. Gates to
negotiate a better deal for the inaugural
committee. “It should be a fair market
rate,” Ms. Trump said in a follow-up
email, which soon led to a new offer of
$175,000 per day.

Ivanka Trump was questioned for five
hours last week about the matter, in one
of a series of depositions that has also
included Mr. Damelincourt and Thomas
J. Barrack Jr., a major donor to Mr.
Trump who was the chairman of the in-
augural committee.

Ms. Wolkoff will be questioned under
oath this week and Mr. Gates this
month.

Documents were also subpoenaed
from Melania Trump, the first lady, but
she has not been called to testify.

So far, Judge José M. López at the Su-
perior Court of the District of Columbia
has sided with the attorney general, re-
jecting a motion by the Trump Organiza-
tion and the inaugural committee to dis-
miss the case. Judge López has autho-
rized the parties to move ahead with
depositions and other so-called discov-
ery until March to prepare for a possible
trial.

The civil suit being pursued by Mr.
Racine is distinct from two separate
cases raising the constitutional issues
about the intersection of Mr. Trump’s
public role and his businesses. The two
cases focused on the Constitution’s
emoluments clause will be on shakier
ground once he leaves office, lawyers in-
volved in the cases said.

A federal district court judge ruled in
one of the emoluments suits in March
2018 that Maryland and the District of
Columbia had the right to pursue their
cases challenging whether Mr. Trump’s
businesses could take payments from
other governments. And for the first
time, the court defined what an emolu-
ment is, accepting the broader definition
advocated by Maryland and the District
that it represented just about any pay-
ment from a foreign government to the
president’s businesses instead of a pay-
ment made to the president explicitly in
exchange for an official action he would
then take, as he had argued.

But one of the remedies their lawsuit
sought was an order that the president
stop accepting these payments. Once he
leaves office, that outcome will effec-
tively have been achieved, perhaps un-
dermining the case.

“We are having high-level discussions
around the viability, survivability of the
matter,” Mr. Racine said about the emol-
uments case.

New questions on hotel’s use under Trump
WASHINGTON

A civil case is bringing 
renewed attention to
the family business

BY ERIC LIPTON
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Clockwise from left: Preparations at the
Lincoln Memorial in 2017 for President
Trump’s inauguration; the Trump Inter-
national Hotel initially said the inaugura-
tion committee would have to pay
$450,000 a day to use its ballrooms but
later agreed to $175,000 a day; Stephanie
Winston Wolkoff helped plan the events.
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Examining what limits 
there should be on a 
president’s ability to 
profit from the office.

could afford to feed her.
At 16, Ms. Peren fell in love with a boy

her age whose home she worked in. But
the boy’s family rejected her because
she was poor, uneducated and Indige-
nous. After Yovany was born, she con-
tinued working with her baby strapped
to her back as she dusted, swept and
mopped until on the verge of collapse.

“I would say to him, I’m your dad, I’m
your mom, I’m your brother, I’m your
sister, I’m your friend,” she said. “We’ve
always been together, the two of us.”

But by the end of 2015, the lawless-
ness in her city was starting to intensify.
Gang members were urging Yovany,
then in middle school, to join their ranks.
At one point, she said, a man held a gun
to her head and threatened to kill
Yovany if she did not come up with sev-
eral thousand quetzales a month, which
she did not have. She decided to move
north rather than risk what might hap-
pen next. Word of the family separations
at the American border, which had only
just begun, had not made its way to most
of Central America.

After Yovany was taken from a Bor-
der Patrol station cell overnight, Ms.
Peren spent seven months trying to fig-
ure out how to get him back. Finally, see-
ing no other option, she agreed to her
own deportation, believing she could
fight more effectively if she were free.

After her release, she and Yovany
kept in touch regularly through Whats-
App messages. Ms. Peren did not want
her son to know how much she was suf-
fering. Yovany did not want to tell her
that his life was improving.

After spending about nine months in a
children’s shelter in Arizona that he
called the saddest place he had ever
been, Yovany had been released to a fos-
ter family in Texas that welcomed him
warmly. The parents gave him a tablet
computer, which he used to film music
videos with the other Central American
boys living in the home. Yovany bonded
with the couple’s 3-year-old son and
helped to take care of him. A couple of
times, the family floated the idea of
adopting him, but Ms. Peren shut it
down immediately.

In March 2019, lawyers who were so-

liciting support for separated families
made a presentation in a Hindu ashram
in Queens, the New York City borough,
which Sunita Viswanath, an Indian-born
human rights activist, occasionally at-
tended. She and her husband, Stephan
Shaw, figured that their large home,
where they often housed multicultural
artists and other activists passing
through New York, could easily accom-
modate a mother and child.

They agreed to take full financial re-
sponsibility for Ms. Peren if she were al-
lowed back into the United States to be
reunited with Yovany.

The night before Ms. Peren arrived in
New York, more than two years after
her first journey to the United States,
Mr. Shaw spent hours on Duolingo prac-
ticing his halting Spanish. He was the
only one in his family with any knowl-
edge of the language.

Sitting in their living room with a re-
porter, Mr. Shaw and Ms. Viswanath,
along with her parents and two of the
couple’s sons, greeted Ms. Peren with

big smiles. She looked at them ner-
vously as her lawyers translated the
family’s questions: How was your
flight? Are you tired? Hungry?

They sat down to a meal of Indian
food, which Ms. Peren had never seen
before. She pushed the food around on
her plate. Ms. Viswanath asked if she
would be taking a citizenship test soon.
Ms. Peren’s lawyers explained that such
a possibility was years away. Her asy-
lum case, a first step, had not even be-
gun.

Ms. Peren said good night and settled
into her room: the first in her life that
she had not had to share. But she felt so
lonely and unable to communicate that
she cried herself to sleep.

Without a job, Ms. Peren fell into a fa-
miliar role as a house cleaner while she
waited for the government to approve
her son’s release. The family discour-
aged her, but she insisted that the scrub-
bing and dusting was calming, and that
she had nothing else to do.

After nearly a month of waiting for

Yovany, she met his flight at La Guardia
Airport, but their relationship did not
immediately fall back into place. Stand-
ing at the gate to greet him, Ms. Peren
burst into tears and hugged him fiercely.
But then they both recoiled a little. As
they walked to baggage claim to re-
trieve Yovany’s things, they did not
make eye contact. In the car on the way
home, he video-chatted with the friends
he had left behind in Texas.

Yovany’s presence eased any tension
in the home as he lapped up the affection
of the host family. Ms. Viswanath began
tutoring him in reading. Her parents
grew enamored of him because he did
chores without asking. Yovany beamed
on the brink of tears one afternoon
when, after he had announced that he

wanted to become a filmmaker, Mr.
Shaw gave him a hand-me-down Canon
camera.

When the coronavirus pandemic hit,
the household quarantined together for
a few months, after which Mr. Shaw, Ms.
Viswanath and their son decamped to
their second home in New Mexico. Ms.
Viswanath’s parents eventually joined
them, but Ms. Peren and Yovany had to
stay in New York as a condition of their
pending immigration cases.

Mr. Shaw and Ms. Viswanath made
arrangements for Ms. Schwietert Colla-
zo’s organization, Immigrant Families
Together, to deliver groceries weekly,
and left enough money for anything ex-
tra Ms. Peren might need. There were a
few weeks when the groceries could not
be delivered, but Ms. Peren did not want
to ask for more money. She was
ashamed that she had been reliant on
the family for so long.

She stormed out of the house one af-
ternoon and walked down the street at a
frantic clip, asking anyone who ap-

peared to speak Spanish if they knew
where she could find a job. Most, she
said, looked at her like she was crazy.

A Peruvian woman told her about a
Hasidic neighborhood where she could
line up for work cleaning houses, but
warned that she would have to compete
against others who spoke English. The
first several times, Ms. Peren went
home empty-handed. Eventually, she
began getting work at least one day a
week. “It’s something,” she said one re-
cent evening, “But I don’t feel any closer
to being able to be independent.”

In some ways, Ms. Peren said, her life
is much better than before. She and
Yovany have warmed to each other
again. They laugh and stay up late at
night talking.

Ms. Peren says she has come to un-
derstand that being reunited with her
son did not restore the bonds they once
shared. Instead, she said, they are dif-
ferent people in a new place, building a
relationship that is, in some ways, just
beginning.

Some migrant families struggle to reconnect
IMMIGRATION, FROM PAGE 1

Left, her room in a host family’s home is the first Leticia Peren has not had to share. Right, at the time of their reunification, her son Yovany was the final child in custody whom the U.S. government deemed eligible for release.
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“I would say to him, I’m your 
dad, I’m your mom, I’m your 
brother, I’m your sister, I’m 
your friend.”
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Hopin, a virtual-event start-up in Lon-
don, had seven employees and was val-
ued at $38 million at the beginning of the
year. Johnny Boufarhat, the company’s
chief executive, wasn’t planning on rais-
ing more money.

But as the pandemic spread and more
people held virtual events, Hopin’s busi-
ness took off. Unsolicited offers from in-
vestors started pouring in. “It’s like a
drumbeat,” Mr. Boufarhat said. “That’s
become the new way for investors to
tempt founders.”

In June, Hopin raised a fresh $40 mil-
lion from venture capital firms such as
Accel and IVP. Last month, without even
building a formal presentation, the com-
pany garnered a further $125 million,
valuing it at $2.1 billion — a 77-fold in-
crease from a year ago.

And still, Mr. Boufarhat said, “invest-
ors are reaching out almost daily.”

At the onset of the pandemic, warn-
ings of start-up doom abounded. Those
largely faded after the initial shock of
the coronavirus wore off. Now, as the
new reality of remote work, school,
shopping and socializing supercharges
the adoption of tech products and serv-
ices, sentiment has flipped even further
— to a frenzy of deal making.

Start-ups like Discord and Robinhood
are raising more money at sky-high val-
uations, and then being inundated with
new funding offers. Venture capitalists
are fighting to get into deals. And as the
delivery service DoorDash and the
home rental start-up Airbnb prepare to
go public this week, the bonanza of ini-
tial public offerings is likely to enrich
and fuel Silicon Valley’s start-up boom
even more.

“Almost every hot company right now
is being pursued like mad,” said Matt
Murphy, an investor at the venture capi-
tal firm Menlo Ventures. “More than
ever, there is this flight to being in the
assets at any price.”

The boom is being driven not just by
higher demand for digital products and
services. Low interest rates are pushing
investors to seek returns in ever-riskier
assets. Venture firms have raised record
levels of capital. A soaring stock market
has enabled more I.P.O.s. Big tech com-
panies are making bold acquisitions.
Even Bitcoin has reached a new high.

That helped start-ups amass $36.5 bil-
lion in funding in the third quarter, up 30
percent from a year earlier, according to
CB Insights, which tracks private fi-
nancing. Start-ups have raised 223
“mega-rounds” of $100 million or higher
so far this year, on a pace to surpass last
year’s total, according to Pitchbook.

The average valuations for more ma-
ture start-ups also spiked to a high of
$584 million, according to Pitchbook.
And 81 I.P.O.s raised $28.5 billion in the

third quarter, the busiest period for list-
ings since 2000, according to Renais-
sance Capital.

“I haven’t seen anything like this in
over 20 years,” said Eric Paley, an in-
vestor at the venture firm Founder Col-
lective. “The party is as loud and the

drinks are flowing as freely as the dot-
com boom, despite that we’re all drink-
ing at home and alone.”

The world underestimated just how
big the already huge tech industry could
become, said Roseanne Wincek, an in-
vestor at Renegade Partners. “More and

more people are waking up to that,” she
said.

On Wednesday, DoorDash planned to
list its shares and go public at a valua-
tion as high as $35.3 billion, more than
double its last private valuation. The
company increased its proposed price
range to $90 to $95 a share on Friday, up
from $75 to $85. The listing may help re-
deem the swashbuckling megafund of
SoftBank, the Japanese conglomerate,
that was humbled last year by a spate of
bad investments in start-ups such as the
real estate company WeWork.

Airbnb, which was crippled by the
travel shutdowns in the spring, then
plans to go public the next day. On Mon-
day, the company raised the proposed
price range on its listing to $56 to $60 a
share, up from $44 to $50. That could in-
crease its valuation to as high as $42 bil-
lion, or 32 percent above where it was
before the pandemic.

Private start-ups normally raise fund-
ing every 12 to 18 months, but with in-
vestors furiously competing to give
them money, that timeline has now
shrunk to three to six months, en-
trepreneurs and investors said. Some
start-ups are even closing back-to-back
rounds of funding at higher valuations.

After Discord, a social media plat-
form, raised money in June valuing it at

$3.5 billion, investors immediately
called to give the company more fund-
ing, one person with knowledge of the
company said. Now Discord is in talks to
raise more and to double its valuation to
$7 billion, said two people with knowl-
edge of the talks, who were not autho-
rized to speak publicly. Discord declined
to comment. TechCrunch first reported
on its new funding.

Instacart, a grocery delivery com-
pany, also raised two blockbuster
rounds of funding this year, more than
doubling its valuation to $17.7 billion.
Robinhood, the stock trading app, has
pulled in $1.25 billion in four funding
rounds this year, valuing it at $11.7 bil-
lion.

In a pandemic, investors have found it
difficult to impress entrepreneurs with
high-end dinners or celebrity-laden par-
ties. But they have gained an edge by
moving the fastest.

Rahul Vohra, an entrepreneur who
also backs young start-ups, frequently
hears a company’s pitch, conducts dili-
gence, signs a deal and wires the money
all in the same day, he said.

“There’s no point in sitting on the
deal,” Mr. Vohra said.

Waiting a week means the deal could
get more expensive or become over-
crowded with other investors, costing

him a chance to invest, he said.
Henrique Dubugras, chief executive

of Brex, a start-up that provides credit
cards to other start-ups, said he had also
had more unsolicited calls from invest-
ors. Early in the pandemic, Brex laid off
62 employees and closed a restaurant it
operated in San Francisco’s South Park.
But in June, business started rebound-
ing, he said. Calls from venture capital-
ists soon followed.

“I’ve honestly never seen it as ag-
gressive as it is right now,” Mr. Dubu-
gras said. He said Brex was not cur-
rently planning to raise more funding.

The froth has created a sense of un-
ease among some investors. Mr. Paley
said some of Founder Collective’s port-
folio companies had raised “breathtak-
ing” financing rounds that felt risky.

“When people congratulate us, we are
sheepish about whether these nose-
bleed valuations are good for us or the
founders,” he said.

But there’s little point in declaring the
sky is falling, other investors said. Who
would listen? For more than a decade,
prominent investors have tried to warn
against start-up spending, valuations
and bubbles. In that time, the tech indus-
try has only gotten bigger, richer and
more powerful.

Some investors pointed to Sequoia
Capital, one of Silicon Valley’s best-
known venture firms, which sent a dra-
matic “Black Swan” memo in March
telling companies to prepare for a diffi-
cult year. Six months later, Roelof Botha,
a Sequoia partner, said at a virtual
TechCrunch conference that he hadn’t
anticipated how much this era would
benefit tech companies. Sequoia de-
clined to comment.

That same week, three Sequoia-
backed start-ups held lucrative I.P.O.s.
The firm will most likely see new wind-
falls this week because of its invest-
ments in DoorDash and Airbnb. Sequoia
also owns shares in Zoom, the videocon-
ferencing company, which has gone
from a $1 billion valuation to $116 billion
in less than two years.

Frank Rotman, a venture capitalist at
QED Investors, tweeted in August that
the pattern of start-ups raising back-to-
back rounds of funding was “the most
disturbing trend I’m seeing.” He wrote
that “a company can easily fly off the
rails with too much easy and cheap
money in their bank account.” Several
top venture capitalists wrote him to say
they agreed, he said.

Last week, as QED completed a new
investment, another venture firm asked
to put money into the same company at
a twofold to threefold valuation in-
crease. The firm wanted to get an agree-
ment signed the day that Mr. Rotman’s
firm wired its money, which was the ear-
liest moment it would be possible to
strike another deal.

“This is insanity,” Mr. Rotman said.

The tech world’s start-up frenzy

MARK WANG

SAN FRANCISCO

Investors are tripping over
one another to give hot
young companies money

BY ERIN GRIFFITH

“Investors are reaching out almost daily,” said Johnny Boufarhat, the chief executive of
Hopin, a virtual-event start-up in London.

ANNA HUIX FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

“The party is as loud and the
drinks are flowing as freely as
the dot-com boom, despite that
we’re all drinking at home.”

Last month, Warner Bros. quietly ap-
proached Hollywood’s two biggest tal-
ent agencies, William Morris Endeavor
and Creative Artists. The studio wanted
to release the much-anticipated “Won-
der Woman 1984” simultaneously in the-
aters and on the streaming service HBO
Max on Christmas Day. And they
wanted to get the film’s star, Gal Gadot,
and director, Patty Jenkins, on board
with the plan.

William Morris Endeavor, which
counts Ms. Gadot as a client, and Cre-
ative Artists, which represents Ms.
Jenkins, had a lot of questions, but the
biggest involved money: How are you
going to pay them?

With “Wonder Woman 1984,” agents
argued that Ms. Gadot, Ms. Jenkins and
the producer Charles Roven (among
others) needed to be paid what they
most likely would have received had the
sequel been released in a traditional
manner (an exclusive run in theaters
before arriving online) and not during
the height of a pandemic. After all, that
was what they signed up for, and
Warner Bros. and HBO Max, its corpo-
rate sibling, wanted their help in pro-
moting the film, did they not?

After a tense negotiation, Warner
Bros., which is owned by AT&T, agreed
that Ms. Gadot and Ms. Jenkins would
each get more than $10 million, accord-
ing to two people with knowledge of the
deals, who spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity to discuss private agreements.

The upshot: Warner Bros. kept cru-
cial talent and their powerful represent-
atives on its side.

Last week, when Jason Kilar, Warner-
Media’s chief executive, announced that
17 more Warner Bros. movies would
each roll out on HBO Max and in the-
aters à la “Wonder Woman 1984,” talent
was handled in a very different manner.

To prevent the news of the 17-movie shift
from leaking (and to make the move
speedily rather than get mired in the ex-
pected blowback), WarnerMedia kept
the major agencies and talent manage-
ment companies in the dark until
roughly 90 minutes before issuing a
news release. Even some Warner Bros.
executives had little warning.

The surprise move left agencies on a
war footing. Representatives for major
Warner Bros. stars like Denzel Wash-
ington, Margot Robbie, Will Smith,
Keanu Reeves, Hugh Jackman and An-
gelina Jolie wanted to know why their
clients had been treated in a lesser man-
ner than Ms. Gadot. Talk of a Warner
Bros. boycott began circulating inside
the Directors Guild of America. A part-
ner at one talent agency spent part of
the weekend meeting with litigators.
Some people started to angrily refer to
the studio as Former Bros.

“For the longest time, Warner Bros.
has been known as the best home for tal-
ent, and that has been a significant com-
petitive advantage,” Michael Na-
thanson, a founder of the Moffet-
tNathanson media research firm, said in
a phone interview. “With this move, they
alienated the very talent they have
worked so hard to attract. These aren’t
engineers you can just replace.”

The company cited the pandemic as
the primary reason for moving the en-
tire 2021 Warner Bros. slate to a hybrid
release model, although some films —
notably the big-budget “Dune” and “Ma-
trix 4” — are not scheduled to arrive un-
til the fourth quarter, long after vaccines
are expected to be deployed.

“Our content is extremely valuable,
unless it’s sitting on a shelf not being
seen by anyone,” Mr. Kilar said in the
news release. “We believe this approach
serves our fans, supports exhibitors and
filmmakers, and enhances the HBO
Max experience, creating value for all.”

The 97-year-old studio, the ancestral
home of Humphrey Bogart (“Casablan-
ca”) and Bette Davis (“Now, Voyager”),
suddenly finds itself at the uncomfort-

able center of a Hollywood that is chang-
ing at light speed. Even before the pan-
demic, streaming services like Netflix,
Apple TV+ and Amazon Prime Video
were upending how movies get seen and
their creators are compensated. Now,
with theaters struggling because of the
coronavirus and the public largely stuck
at home, even traditional film compa-
nies are being forced to evolve.

It’s not that all actors and directors
are against streaming. Plenty of big
names are making movies for Netflix.
But last week’s move by Warner Bros.
raised fundamental financial questions.
If old-line studios are no longer trying to
maximize the box office for each film but
instead shifting to a hybrid model where
success is judged partly by ticket sales
and partly by the number of streaming
subscriptions sold, what does that mean
for talent pay packages?

How studios compensate A-list ac-
tors, directors, writers and producers is
complicated, with contracts negotiated
film by film and person by person. But it

boils down to two checks. One is guaran-
teed (a large upfront fee) and one is a
gamble: a portion of ticket sales after
the studio has recouped its costs.

If a film flops, the second payday
never comes. If a film is a hit, as is often
the case with superheroes and other
fantasy stories, the “back end” pay can
add up to wheelbarrows full of cash.
That money trickles down through Hol-
lywood’s financial ecosystem to agents,
lawyers and managers.

But are the days of the jackpot back-
end payoffs now coming to a close?

“Precedent is being set over the value
of talent and what kind of transparency
is essential to creating equitable part-
nerships,” Bryan Lourd, a co-chairman
of Creative Artists, said in an email. “We
will do everything necessary to make
sure artists are fairly compensated for
the value they are creating, and that
their creative and artistic work and
rights are protected.”

William Morris Endeavor declined to
comment for this article.

WarnerMedia has called its hybrid
movie distribution plan a one-year-only
strategy. But most people in Hollywood
believe it will prove permanent. Mr. Ki-
lar publicly positioned the move as be-
ing all about fans, many of whom have
chafed at Hollywood’s traditional rollout
of movies (first in theaters for an exclu-
sive period, then online for rental and
purchase, then on streaming services
and television). He’s just going to take
that away in 2022?

Each movie Warner Bros. releases
next year will appear on HBO Max for
only one month before leaving the serv-
ice. At that point, films will cycle
through the usual release “windows,”
leaving theaters when interest has run
out and heading to iTunes, DVD and
points beyond.

Under the WarnerMedia plan, HBO
Max will pay Warner Bros. a licensing
fee for the 31-day concurrent rights. The
fee will be equal to the studio’s portion of
ticket sales in the United States. (Ticket
sales are generally split 50-50 between
studios and theaters.)

Other factors could influence the fee,
including the percentage of theaters
that are operating. HBO Max and
Warner Bros. also agreed to a floor for
these fees: $10 million or 25 percent of
the film’s net production cost, whichever
is greater.

It is unclear whether Warner Bros.
has a legal requirement to renegotiate
back-end arrangements for the 17 fur-
ther movies scheduled for simultaneous
release, as it did with “Wonder Woman
1984” heavyweights. Mr. Kilar said in a
phone interview on Friday that, while
these changes might be jarring to those
who expected one thing for their movie
and were now getting something very
different, the end goal was to honor tal-
ent relationships as the studio had done
in the past.

“The most important statement to
make is we endeavor to be generous,” he
said. “It has served us well for 97 years,
and I think it will serve us well going for-
ward.”

LOS ANGELES

BY BROOKS BARNES
AND NICOLE SPERLING

The actress Gal Gadot received more than $10 million from Warner Bros. after the
studio decided “Wonder Woman 1984” would not have a traditional theater release.
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As streaming rises, stars still want their money

In a film scene that has roiled a segment
of the Chinese moviegoing public, two
American soldiers share a strange bit of
banter.

“Look at my knees!” blurts a soldier
played by Jin Au-Yeung, a Chinese-
American rapper known as MC Jin, as
he rides in the open back of a military
vehicle. “What kind of knees are these?”

A moment later, he answers his own
question: “Chi-nese.”

The scene caused a stir in China, one
of the world’s biggest movie markets,
and during a pandemic that has closed
theaters around the world, perhaps its
most important. The movie, “Monster
Hunter,” an action film based on a popu-
lar video game, was pulled from Chinese
theaters by its distributor, which prom-
ised that the scene would be cut.

Critics in China wrote online that the
dialogue was insulting, reading it as a
reference to a racist playground taunt
implying that people of Asian descent
are dirty.

On Sunday, Constantin Film, a Ger-
man company that co-produced the film,
issued an apology. “There was abso-
lutely no intent to discriminate, insult or
otherwise offend anyone of Chinese her-
itage,” it said.

The company said it had “listened to
the concerns expressed by Chinese au-
diences and removed the line that has
led to this inadvertent misunderstand-
ing.”

“Monster Hunter” was released in 

China pulls
action film
over quip
Production company
apologizes and removes 
line considered insulting

BY LIVIA ALBECK-RIPKA
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China on Friday, three weeks before the
United States release date, Dec. 25. But
by the end of the weekend, tickets could
no longer be found on Maoyan, a Chi-
nese ticketing application.

The film was also co-produced by Ten-
cent, the Chinese internet conglomerate
with a growing presence in movies.
Sony Pictures is its distributor in the
United States and many other countries,
though not in China. Neither responded
to requests for comment.

The fate of “Monster Hunter” illus-
trates China’s growing power in the film
industry. Last year, it sold nearly $10 bil-
lion in tickets, according to government
figures, and industry experts forecast
that it would soon overtake the Ameri-
can market as the world’s largest.

The global pandemic has accelerated
the trend. China’s movie theaters have
gradually reopened as the country has
contained the coronavirus within its

borders. In the United States, by con-
trast, studios are making plans to re-
lease movies over streaming services as
infections spread and deaths rise.

China can be a complicated market,
however. While its avid moviegoers love
“The Transformers” and other big-
budget American movies, studios must
manage Beijing’s strict censorship, its
desire to build a domestic film industry
and cultural differences that can turn off
or offend audiences.

Big studios have teamed up with Chi-
nese partners and sprinkled their casts
with local actors, but the efforts aren’t
always rewarded. In 2017, critics ac-
cused “The Great Wall,” an action film
starring Matt Damon, of whitewashing.
They have said that in other films, Chi-
nese-American actors have been
dropped as seeming afterthoughts into
scenes.

Seeking Chinese audiences has be-
come particularly fraught as feelings of

nationalism spread online, sometimes
egged on by official Chinese media.
Other companies, including Mercedes-
Benz and the hotel chain Marriott, have
also been pressured into apologizing to
China, after online critics or state media
criticized their advertising.

“Chinese audiences can’t bear having
grit in their eye, and those who want to
make money should weigh it up,” one
film critic in China wrote on Weibo.

Another wrote: “What makes people
angry” is when foreigners “use Chinese
investment money to make movies to in-
sult you.”

The umbrage is an example of China’s
growing and excessive nationalism, fed
by a Chinese Communist Party narra-
tive “that foreigners aren’t respecting
China,” said Kevin Carrico, a senior lec-
turer in Chinese studies at Monash Uni-
versity in Melbourne, Australia.

“There are quite a few leaps of logic
and wild associations that seem to be

the source of offense here, for what is as
far as I can understand just a dumb joke
or a play on words,” he said.

Some online critics pointed to the Chi-
nese subtitles as proof that at least
somebody involved in the production of
the English-language movie found the
scene problematic. The Chinese subti-
tles swapped the word “Chi-nese” with
“gold,” in what some perceived to be an
attempt to localize a difficult-to-trans-
late pun. According to a Chinese
proverb, men who have metaphorical
“gold beneath their knees” do not bow
down or submit to others.

“Monster Hunter” had an initial esti-
mated budget of about $60 million, ac-
cording to The Hollywood Reporter. It
stars Milla Jovovich as the leader of a
team of elite soldiers somehow trans-
ported to a land full of savage beasts.
Tony Jaa, a Thai action star, plays the tit-
ular character, who tries to help them
survive.

Outcry over movie leads to an apology
CHINA, FROM PAGE 6

Milla Jovovich and Tony Jaa in “Monster Hunter.” A scene from the film, which was
released Friday in China, has stirred anger in one of the world’s biggest movie markets.
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ing to a spate of scandals over substand-
ard vaccines.

While the government after each inci-
dent has vowed to do more to clean up
the industry, regulators have rarely pro-
vided much information about what
went wrong. Companies have often
emerged unscathed after making an
apology or paying a fine, and in nearly
all instances, they have been allowed to
continue operating.

Dr. Ray Yip, a former head of the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation in China,
said he considers Kangtai to be among
the top tiers of the country’s vaccine
companies, adding that he “has no prob-
lem” with the manufacturing and tech-
nology standards of most players.

“The problem for many of them is
their business practice,” said Dr. Yip,
who also led the China office of the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion. “They all want to sell to the local
governments, so they have to do kick-
backs, they have to bribe. That’s the
Achilles’ heel of China’s vaccine busi-
ness.”

Kangtai did not respond to multiple
requests for comment.

In a statement, AstraZeneca said it
“conducts appropriate and thorough
due diligence prior to entering an agree-
ment with any entity.”

“Safety, efficacy and quality of the
vaccine is of utmost importance, and As-
traZeneca has partnered with capable,
established organizations to help ensure
broad and equitable global access, at no
profit during the pandemic,” the com-
pany said.

The lack of transparency, com-
pounded by dubious business practices,
has rattled public confidence in Chinese-
made vaccines, even though they have
been proved safe. Many well-off parents
shun them, preferring their Western
counterparts.

In 2013, 17 infants died after injections
with Kangtai’s hepatitis B vaccine. Reg-
ulators cleared Kangtai of wrongdoing,
and the vaccine continues to be used
safely.

But the government didn’t provide
substantial details about its investiga-
tion into the deaths or Kangtai’s safety
practices; the company had negative ar-
ticles retracted.

Distraught parents around the world
blame vaccine makers for their chil-
dren’s illnesses or untimely deaths, of-
ten without scientific evidence. But in
China, the government muzzles many
families, further feeding suspicions
about Chinese-made vaccines.

Activists who have called for greater
scrutiny of pharmaceutical companies,
including Kangtai, have been harassed,
intimidated and detained. Worried
about the threat to social stability, Chi-
nese officials have tried to stop them
from organizing, by closing down social
media groups and monitoring their com-
munications.

Yanzhong Huang, a senior fellow for
global health at the Council on Foreign
Relations, said the 2013 scandal “raises
legitimate concerns” about Kangtai.

“The stakes are very high,” Dr. Huang
said. “Imagine if a similar scandal is re-
ported again in China. It’s not just going
to undermine the confidence of the com-
pany manufacturing the vaccine, it’s
also going to hurt the reputation of
AstraZeneca itself and their vaccine,
too.”

“THE KING OF VACCINES”
As the chief executive of a small vaccine
maker in the early 2000s, Mr. Du was
looking to grow. He set his sights
abroad, visiting pharmaceutical compa-
nies and biotechnology research insti-
tutes in Western countries, including
the United States, Britain and France.

Mr. Du, then in his mid-30s, came
away from his meetings with an urgent
conclusion, he recalled in interviews
with Chinese news outlets. It was a mis-
take for China to continue relying on for-
eign vaccines, Mr. Du had determined.
They were expensive. And he worried
that China’s dependence on other coun-
tries posed “hidden dangers to national
security.”

“Vaccines for the Chinese people
must firmly be in the hands of the Chi-
nese,” Mr. Du told a state-owned news-
paper, the Jiangxi Daily, in 2014.

His timing was good. After years of re-
lying on multinational companies for
crucial medicine, the Chinese govern-

ment wanted to cultivate a homegrown
vaccine industry, for many of the same
reasons.

State-run companies had long domi-
nated the business in China, going back
to the Mao era. As demand increased,
entrepreneurs like Mr. Du saw an oppor-
tunity to build companies that could
compete on the global stage.

Many embraced partnerships with
overseas vaccine makers, a strategy
that China followed in other areas like
technology and auto manufacturing.
The international companies gained ac-
cess to the Chinese market, while the
Chinese companies secured valuable
knowledge about production techniques
and technology.

Such deals would help catapult Mr.
Du, the son of farmers from a poor
mountainous area of Jiangxi Province,
into the big leagues.

After helping found Beijing Minhai
Biotechnology in 2004, he teamed up
with the French pharmaceutical giant
Sanofi Pasteur on a rabies vaccine. At
the time, the Chinese government was
leading a concerted effort to limit the
spread of the disease, which killed more
than 2,600 people in China that year.

In 2008, Mr. Du moved to expand his
business by investing in Kangtai.

The company was founded in 1992
with help from the American drug

maker Merck. Together, they produced
a hepatitis B vaccine, as part of a joint
venture aimed at improving health
standards in China.

His deal making would create an in-
dustry giant. Local media called him
“the warrior of the vaccine kingdom.”

His net worth was an estimated $7.4
billion until May, when Mr. Du trans-
ferred $3.5 billion worth of shares in his
company to his ex-wife, Yuan Liping, in
what Chinese news outlets described as
China’s most expensive divorce ever.
Ms. Yuan, a Canadian citizen, is now one
of Canada’s richest women.

“From starting his company to get-
ting rich to getting divorced,” China
Times, a mainland news site, wrote
about the tycoon, “the mysteries that he
holds can only be solved with time.”

CORPORATE HARDBALL
The timing seemed suspicious.

In 2010, the state-run China Youth
Daily newspaper reported that regula-
tors had delayed telling the public that
about 180,000 doses of a rabies vaccine
were ineffective. The vaccine was made
by Jiangsu Yanshen, then owned by Mr.
Du of Kangtai.

During the delay, which lasted nine
months, Mr. Du sold a roughly 51 per-
cent stake in the company to the Sim-
cere Pharmaceutical Group, another

drug manufacturer, according to the
Economic Observer website, a financial
news outlet.

An investigative journalist, Du
Taoxin, started digging. Industry insid-
ers, he said, confirmed the reports,
telling him that regulators held off on
the announcement so that Du Weimin
could sell the shares and not be held lia-
ble for the scandal.

It lined up with a report in the state-
backed China National Radio. The arti-
cle similarly named Mr. Du and found
that the authorities had withheld the in-
formation so that Simcere would have to
bear the reputational costs of the scan-
dal.

After reports of the faulty vaccines,
Simcere issued a statement saying that
the quality issues occurred before it in-
vested in Jiangsu Yanshen, emphasiz-
ing that it bore “no responsibility for the
incident.” Mr. Du, the pharmaceutical
executive, would not comment.

In August 2014, the journalist pub-
lished his article under the headline
“China’s Drug Regulators Caught Up in
‘Whistleblowing Scandals,’ Unveiling
the Truth Behind Vaccine Cases.”

Many of the industry’s problems are
born out of a symbiotic relationship with
the government. China’s vaccines are
administered through local communica-
ble disease control centers. Those cen-

ters take a cut of the profit for certain
types of vaccines, creating an incentive
for corruption.

From 2018 to 2020, there were 59 cor-
ruption lawsuits involving vaccine com-
panies, according to an analysis by The
New York Times. Fifty-four of them in-
volved bribing local officials.

Kangtai sued the journalist, Du
Taoxin, and his newspaper, Democracy
and the Rule of Law, claiming defama-
tion.

The journalist and his newspaper
tried to defend the work, submitting
what they viewed as other evidence of
media pressure.

Guangdong Satellite, a state-backed
television station, had apologized in
September 2014 for “hurting the feel-
ings” of Mr. Du Weimin after a promi-
nent Chinese economist criticized the
tycoon’s company in a program. The sta-
tion retracted its story.

The 21st Century Business Herald, an
influential business newspaper, had de-
leted seven articles that it published re-
lating to Mr. Du’s company and the
deaths of newborns who were given
Kangtai’s hepatitis B vaccines in 2013,
according to court documents. They had
closely covered several of the deaths
and reported that Mr. Du’s family had
previously emigrated to Canada.

As part of his defense, the journalist
noted the article by China National Ra-
dio on the same topic. It’s unclear why
those media outlets didn’t face legal ac-
tion.

The vaccine tycoon was represented
by Zhang He. Mr. Zhang had also served
as the lawyer for Yin Hongzhang, the
drug regulator who was convicted of ac-
cepting bribes from Mr. Du.

The journalist pointed to the bribery
case as proof he had not defamed the ex-
ecutive in his article. Du Weimin ac-
knowledged, in court documents, that
he was the Mr. Du who had bribed Mr.
Yin.

But the judge said that information
was not pertinent to the case. The judge,
in forming his ruling, also cited the jour-
nalist’s refusal to disclose the identities
of his anonymous sources.

In November 2016, Du Taoxin was
convicted of “hurting the reputation” of
Du Weimin. The court said Mr. Du’s arti-
cles had “led to a decline in the society’s
evaluation of Du Weimin and infringed
on his reputation.”

He had to pay Mr. Du $300, and his
newspaper had to delete the article.

The sentence was meted out on Chi-
nese Journalists’ Day. Mr. Du quit jour-
nalism a year later.

“Vaccines seem to be an untouchable
issue,” Mr. Du said. “No matter how I
persisted in chasing the truth, it always
seemed elusive. I had all the evidence,
but I knew that this was a lawsuit that
could never be won.”

PREFERENTIAL TREATMENT
A group of Chinese families have led a
small but spirited effort in recent years
to regulate the nation’s vaccine industry
more strictly. The government, which
views political organizing as a threat to
the Communist Party, has sought to si-
lence their campaign.

Officials have harassed and detained
mothers, fathers and grandmothers,
charging them with “disrupting public
order” or “picking quarrels and provok-
ing trouble.” In October, the authorities
in the central province of Henan de-
tained He Fangmei, one of the most out-
spoken critics of Chinese vaccine com-
panies in China, according to her
friends, who spoke on the condition of
anonymity given the legal sensitivity.

Lawyers representing vaccine activ-
ists have faced severe punishments.
Many of the online groups that families
use to share grievances and coordinate
protests on the Chinese social messag-
ing app WeChat have been shut down.

The Chinese government may have
reason to shield the industry from criti-
cism. In a country of 1.4 billion people,
rumors can quickly spread, undermin-
ing China’s effort to protect the health of
the nation. But the dearth of information
and lack of legal recourse can also breed
a deep distrust.

In 2010, dozens of elementary school
students from southern Guangdong
Province experienced headaches, vom-
iting and limb weakness after they were
injected with Kangtai’s hepatitis B vac-
cine.

A provincial health official attributed

the problems to a “mass-based psy-
chogenic reaction,” according to the
state-run China News Service.

The official, Peng Guowen, director of
the institute of immunization of the
Guangdong Provincial Center for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, said that
most of the symptoms such as dizziness
or abdominal pain were “subjective”
and that none of the students developed
fever. He blamed rumors that had
spread among the news media and soci-
ety about the safety of vaccines, saying
they had “aggravated” the students’
anxiety and caused the vomiting.

In a separate news conference, a re-
porter asked how the government could
conclude that the students’ adverse re-
actions had nothing to do with the vac-
cine before the test results were out. Of-
ficials did not answer, according to The
Southern Metropolis Daily.

In 2013, after reports emerged that 17
infants had died after they took the
same vaccine, the Chinese media and
the public called Mr. Du a “baby-killer.”
The government stopped the sale of the
vaccines in December for over a month.

It lifted the suspension after it con-
cluded that the company was not to
blame. The release about the official in-
vestigation provided little detail. It
mainly took note of the deaths and listed
their causes, which included pneumo-
nia, heart disease and diarrhea, accord-
ing to a government statement.

China has been less forthcoming
about questions of vaccine safety than
other countries. In the United States, the
federal government often commissions
in-depth assessments after manufactur-
ers report problems with vaccines. In
South Korea, where a string of deaths
recently undermined confidence in a flu
vaccine, the government released de-
tailed data on the deaths as it worked to
restore public trust.

As China now tries to burnish its
global standing as a scientific and medi-
cal power, the reputation of its vaccine
makers is all the more important.

For decades, the industry has focused
on selling products in China, believing
that the domestic market was big
enough to sustain the business. Few
companies have discovered products
with worldwide impact.

Only five Chinese vaccines have been
preapproved for export by the World
Health Organization. By contrast, India
has 47 vaccines that have passed those
requirements.

To China, the pandemic offers a
chance to transform the industry into a
global player — and it’s investing heav-
ily in champions like Kangtai.

The local government in the southern
city of Shenzhen gave the company a
20,000-square-meter piece of land, or
about five acres, which is now the base
for Kangtai’s coronavirus vaccine plant.
Kangtai has also received government
funding as part of the country’s effort to
fight the pandemic.

AstraZeneca and the University of
Oxford announced late last month that
their vaccine appeared effective, al-
though the level of effectiveness is dis-
puted. Under the deal with As-
traZeneca, Kangtai will produce 200 mil-
lion doses for mainland China.

In late September, Kangtai an-
nounced that it would start testing its
own coronavirus vaccine on people in
China after results showed that it pro-
tected mice and monkeys.

In an interview with China Central
Television, the state broadcaster, Zheng
Haifa, a top scientist at Kangtai, said the
company was working to achieve a
breakthrough in developing a vaccine
“as soon as possible” to meet the de-
mands of China’s top leader, Xi Jinping,
who has called on the nation’s pharma-
ceutical companies to lead an all-out ef-
fort to produce a vaccine.

Mr. Zheng said the company’s mission
was simple: “to provide safe and effec-
tive protection for the lives and health of
people.”

Vaccine giant is dogged by scandal
VACCINE, FROM PAGE 1

Katie Thomas contributed reporting. El-
sie Chen, Amber Wang, Liu Yi and Albee
Zhang contributed research.

Du Weimin is chairman of Shenzhen Kangtai Biological Products, one of China’s largest vaccine makers.
YU GA/VISUAL CHINA

GIULIA MARCHI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Left, a Kangtai plant in China. Right, Du Taoxin, an investigative journalist, was convicted of defamation after he wrote an article
criticizing Du Weimin and Chinese drug regulators. He has left journalism. “Vaccines seem to be an untouchable issue,” he said.

IMAGINECHINA, VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

A lack of transparency and
dubious business practices have
rattled public confidence in
Chinese-made vaccines.
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As some reports would have it, this is
the beginning of the end. Three corona-
virus vaccines have posted excellent
results, with more expected to come.

But this is not the beginning of the
end; it is only the beginning of an end-
less wait: There aren’t enough vaccines
to go around in the richest countries on
earth, let alone the poorest ones.

That’s why it makes little sense that
the United States, Britain and the Euro-
pean Union, among others, are blocking
a proposal at the World Trade Organiza-
tion that would allow them, and the rest
of the world, to get more of the vaccines
and treatments we all need.

The proposal, put forward by India
and South Africa in October, calls on the
W.T.O. to exempt member countries
from enforcing some patents, trade
secrets or pharmaceutical monopolies
under the organization’s agreement on
trade-related intellectual property
rights, known as TRIPs.

It cites the “exceptional circum-
stances” created by the pandemic and
argues that intellectual property pro-
tections are currently “hindering or
potentially hindering timely provision-
ing of affordable medical products”; the
waiver would allow W.T.O. member
countries to change their laws so that
companies there could produce generic
versions of any coronavirus vaccines
and Covid-19 treatments.

The idea was immediately opposed
by the United States, the European
Union, Britain, Norway, Switzerland,
Japan, Canada, Australia and Brazil. It
was opposed again at another meeting
in November, and again last week.

By our count, nearly 100 countries
favor the proposal, and yet because
almost all decisions at the W.T.O. are
made by consensus, a small number of
countries can thwart the will of the
majority, even a super majority. (The
organization has 164 members.)

The U.S. trade representative is
reported to have said that protecting
intellectual property rights and other-
wise “facilitating incentives for innova-
tion and competition” was the best way
to ensure the “swift delivery” of any
vaccines and treatments. The European
Union has argued that there was “no
indication that intellectual property
rights issues have been a genuine barri-
er in relation to Covid-19-related medi-
cines and technologies.” The British
mission to the W.T.O. agrees, character-
izing the waiver proposal as “an ex-
treme measure to address an unproven
problem.”

In fact, the novel technology at the
heart of the Moderna vaccine, for exam-
ple, was developed partly by the Na-
tional Institutes of Health using U.S.
federal funds. Moderna then received a
total of some $2.5 billion in taxpayer
money for research support and as
preorders for vaccines; by the compa-
ny’s own admission, the $1 billion contri-
bution it received for research covered
100 percent of those costs.

Moderna has pledged not to enforce
its “Covid-19 related patents against

those making vaccines intended to
combat the pandemic.” But as Doctors
Without Borders has pointed out, that
offer is less generous than it seems
since other types of intellectual prop-
erty, such as know-how or trade secrets,
typically are needed to develop and
produce vaccines.

Pfizer, for its part, received a $455
million grant from the German govern-
ment to develop its vaccine, and then,

by our count,
nearly $6 billion in
purchase commit-
ments from the
United States and
the European
Union.

AstraZeneca
benefited from
some public fund-
ing while it was
developing its
vaccine, and re-
ceived a total of
more than $2 billion
from the United
States and the
European Union
for both research

and in purchase commitments. It also
signed a deal worth $750 million to
supply the Coalition for Epidemic Pre-
paredness Innovations and Gavi, the
Vaccine Alliance with a total of 300
million doses.

In other words, the vaccines devel-
oped by these companies were devel-
oped thanks wholly or partly to taxpay-
er money. Those vaccines essentially
belong to the people — and yet the
people are about to pay for them again,

and with little prospect of getting as
many as they need fast enough.

We calculate, based on Pfizer’s and
Moderna’s stated vaccine-production
capacity and their supply deals with the
United States and the European Union,
as well as Japan and Canada, that these
countries can expect, at best, to have
about 50 percent of their populations
covered by the end of 2021. Considering
that 82 percent of the vaccines Pfizer
says it can produce through next year
and 78 percent of Moderna’s have al-
ready been sold to rich countries, ac-
cording to the advocacy group Global
Justice Now, imagine the likely short-
ages and delays for the rest of the world.
(Canada is said to have placed so many
preorders that it could end up with 10
doses per capita.)

AstraZeneca, to its credit, has struck
deals with manufacturers in India and
Latin America, as well as with Gavi, to
help poor countries get access to its
vaccine. (It has also committed not to
make a profit from its vaccine during the
pandemic — though, according to a
Financial Times report based on com-
pany documents, AstraZeneca has
retained the right to declare the end of
the pandemic as early as July 2021.)
That said, the company estimates that it
will be able to make three billion doses
by the end of 2021; that’s enough for only
20 percent of the world’s population.

Poor countries have faced such prob-
lems before. The W.T.O.’s creation in
1995 coincided with a surge of H.I.V./
AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa. By 1996,
new treatments were developed that
made AIDS a mostly manageable condi-
tion — though only for people who could

afford them. Nongeneric drugs cost
about $10,000 a year at the turn of the
century, and were well out of the reach
of many people in, say, South Africa. It
took the South African government
almost a decade to break the monopo-
lies held by foreign drug companies that
kept the country hostage, and kept
people there dying.

In Brazil, Gilead Sciences, the monop-
oly owner of sofosbuvir, a breakthrough
treatment for hepatitis C, has been in a
deadlock with the government over
expanding and cheapening access to
the drug for Brazilians. By several
accounts, when Gilead Sciences ob-
tained patents for sofosbuvir in early
2019, it hiked the price for Brazilian
public agencies from $16 to $240 a cap-
sule. Yet that would drop to about $8 if
the drug were produced locally under a
compulsory licensing scheme that the
TRIPs agreement already allows in
some circumstances.

Countries in which drugs are rela-
tively cheap, such as India, face another
kind of challenge: attempts to overturn
the laws that make those drugs accessi-
ble there. Novartis, the Swiss pharma-
ceutical giant, fought a decade-long
battle to secure monopoly control in
India over its treatment for leukemia,
and in the process tried to have a key
provision of Indian patent law struck
down as unconstitutional. (It failed on
both fronts.)

What’s more, the crisis of access to
affordable medicines also affects coun-
tries whose governments defend exten-
sive intellectual property protections
for companies: Insulin, for example, 
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Want vaccines fast? Suspend intellectual property rights
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It’s the Christmas season, when the air
is usually filled with the sound of car-
ols, the jingling of cash registers and
the cries of the religious right and its
political bedmates complaining that a
cashier who says, “happy holidays,” or
an insufficiently Christmas-specific
Starbucks cup constitutes an attack on
their beliefs. In other words, it’s get-
ting to be “war on Christmas” time.

There is, of course, no actual war
against Christmas, although over the
years it’s been an extremely useful
fiction in the United States. Fox News
personalities and conservative poli-
ticians tell believers that they are a
persecuted minority and that they
need to give their votes, their support
and their money to those who would
defend them.

This year that fake war, with nary a

single true victim, is running straight
into another culture war, one with fatal
potential. Some of the very people who
see anti-Christian bigotry in the words
“happy holidays” have now located the
same dark intent in Covid-19-related
restrictions.

“Our federal overlords say ‘no sing-
ing’ and ‘no shouting’ on Thanksgiv-
ing,” Representative Paul Gosar, Re-
publican of Arizona, wrote as he re-
tweeted a Centers for Disease Control
list of Thanksgiving safety tips. The
recommendations included “No sing-
ing or shouting,” “One person serves
the food,” “Increase ventilation in-
doors,” “Eat outside if you can” and —
the only tip that felt like an attack to
me — “Keep pets away from guests.”

Representative Jim Jordan, an Ohio
Republican, warned: “They tried to
cancel Thanksgiving. Didn’t work!
They’re coming for Christmas next.”

This is a toxic brew of science skep-
ticism mixed with religious paranoia
poured on top of a bedrock truth: We
really, truly are missing out this holi-

day season, as we have been for most
of this year. For Easter, Ramadan,
Passover, Diwali, true believers, and
the people who show up just for the

food, have been separated from loved
ones who don’t live under our roofs.
The pandemic has kept us apart — out
of school, out of work, away from one

another. The suffering is real.
Even with vaccines on the way, the

“federal overlords” and their hench-
men — the C.D.C., governors, mayors
and local health departments — have,
indeed, persistently reminded people
that large indoor gatherings are basi-
cally invitations to infection. With the
number of infections and hospitaliza-
tions rising nationwide, that isn’t a risk
we can take.

Still, let’s resist the urge to feel
embattled. Twitter provocations aside,
Covid-rule-breakers are not being
threatened with arrest or impris-
onment. In most cases, they weren’t
even fined. The worst thing that one of
the would-be Bravehearts might face
is a stern talking-to or public shaming
by their neighbors. Keeping Christmas
small, staying home instead of trav-
eling, seeing Grandma and Grandpa
on a screen instead of in person is not
religious persecution.

But it is, in fact, a sacrifice.
I’ve celebrated a Zoom Seder and a 

There are two
U.S. culture
wars, but only
one with
deadly con-
sequences.

A fake ‘war on Christmas’ and the real battle against Covid
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This month’s conversation in our series
on how various religious traditions deal
with death is with Leor Halevi, a histori-
an of Islam, and a professor of history
and law at Vanderbilt University. His
work explores the interrelationship
between religious laws and social prac-
tices in both medieval and modern con-
texts. His books include “Muhammad’s
Grave: Death Rites and the Making of
Islamic Society” and “Modern Things on
Trial: Islam’s Global and Material Refor-
mation in the Age of Rida, 1865-1935.”
This interview was conducted by email
and edited. 

— George Yancy

GEORGE YANCY: Before we get into the core
of our discussion on death in the Islamic
faith, would you explain some of the
differences between Islam and the other
two Abrahamic religions, Christianity
and Judaism?

LEOR HALEVI: Like Judaism and
Christianity, Islam is a religion
that has been fundamentally
concerned with divine justice,
human salvation and the end of
time. It is centered around the
belief that there is but one god,
Allah, who is considered the
eternal creator of the universe
and the omnipotent force behind
human history from the creation
of the first man to the final day.
Allah communicated with a long
line of prophets, beginning with
Adam and ending with Muham-
mad. His revelations to the last
prophet were collected in the
Quran, which presents itself as
confirming the Torah and the
Gospels. It is not surprising,
therefore, that there are many
similarities between the scrip-
tures of these three religions.

There are also intriguing
differences. Abraham, the father
of Ishmael, is revered as a patri-
arch, prophet and traveler in
Islam, Christianity and Judaism.
But only in the Quran does he
appear as the recipient of scrolls
that revealed the rewards of the
afterlife. And only in the Quran
does he travel all the way to
Mecca, where he raises the
foundations of God’s house.

As for Jesus, the Quran calls
him the son of Mary and vener-
ates him as the messiah, but
firmly denies his divinity and
challenges the belief that he died
on the cross. A parable in the
Gospels suggests that he will
return to earth for the judgment
of the nations. The Quran also
assigns him a critical role in the
last judgment, but specifies that
he will testify against possessors
of scriptures known as the Peo-
ple of the Book.

Some of these alternative
doctrines and stories might well
have circulated among Jewish or
Christian communities in Late
Antiquity, but they cannot be
found in either the Hebrew Bible
or the New Testament. The
differences matter if salvation
depends on having faith in the
right book.

YANCY: I assume that for Islam,
we were all created as finite and
therefore must die. How does
Islam conceptualize the inevita-
bility of death?

HALEVI: The Quran assures us that
every death, even an apparently sense-
less, unexpected death, springs from
God’s incomprehensible wisdom and
providential design. God has predeter-
mined every misfortune, having in-
scribed it in a book before its occurrence,
and thus fixed in advance the exact term
of every creature’s life span. This sense
of finitude only concerns the end of life
as we know it on earth. If Muslims be-
lieve in the immortality of the soul and in
the resurrection of the body, then they
conceive of death as a transition to a
different mode of existence whereby
fragments of the self exist indefinitely or
for as long as God sustains the existence
of heaven and hell.

YANCY: What does Islam teach us about
what happens at the very moment that
we die? I ask this question because I’ve
heard that the soul is questioned by two
angels.

HALEVI: This angelic visit happens
right after the interment ceremony,
which takes place as soon as possible
after the last breath. Two terrifying
angels, whose names are Munkar and
Nakir, visit the deceased. In “Muham-
mad’s Grave,” I described them as
“black or bluish, with long, wild, curly
hair, lightning eyes, frighteningly large
molars, and glowing iron staffs.” And I
explained that their role is to conduct an
“inquisition” to determine the dead
person’s confession of faith.

YANCY: What does Islam teach about
the afterlife? For example, where do our
souls go? Is there a place of eternal
peace or eternal damnation?

HALEVI: The soul’s destination between
death and the resurrection depends on a
number of factors. Its detachment from
a physical body is temporary, for in
Islamic thought a dead person, like a
living person, needs both a body and a

soul to be fully constituted. Humans
enjoy or suffer some sort of material
existence in the afterlife; they have a
range of sensory experiences.

Before the resurrection, they will
either be confined to the grave or dwell
in heaven or hell. The spirit of an ordi-
nary Muslim takes a quick cosmic tour
in the time between death and burial. It
is then reunited with its own body inside
the grave, where it must remain until the
blowing of the trumpet. In this place, the
dead person is able to hear the living
visiting the grave site and feel pain. For
the few who earn it, the grave itself is
miraculously transformed into a bear-
able abode. Others, those who commit-
ted venial sins, undergo an intermittent
purgatorial punishment known as the
“torture of the grave.”

Prophets, martyrs, Muslims who
committed crimes against God and
irredeemable disbelievers fare either
incomparably better or far, far worse.
Martyrs, for instance, are admitted into
Paradise right after death. But instead of
dwelling there in their mutilated or

bloodied bodies, they acquire new
forms, maybe assuming the shape of
white or green birds that have the capac-
ity to eat fruit.

For the final judgment, God assem-
bles the jinni, the animals and hu-
mankind in a gathering place identified
with Jerusalem. There, every creature
has to stand, naked and uncircumcised,
before God. In the trial, prophets and
body parts such as eyes and tongues

bear witness against
individuals, and God
decides where to send
them. Throngs of
unbelievers are then
marched through the
gates of hell to occupy
— for all eternity, or
so the divines usually
maintained — one or
another space be-
tween the nether-
world’s prison and the

upper layers of earth. Those with a
chance of salvation need to cross a
narrow, slippery bridge. If they do not
fall down into a lake of fire, then they rise
to heaven to enjoy, somewhere below
God’s throne, never-ending sensual and
spiritual delights.

YANCY: What kind of life must we live,
according to Islam, to be with Allah after
we die?

HALEVI: The answer depends on whom
you ask to speak for Islam and in what
context.

A theologian might leave you in the
dark but clarify that the goal is not the
fusion of a human self with the divine
being, but rather a dazzling vision of
God.

A mystic might tell you that the essen-
tial thing is to discipline your body and
soul so that you come to experience, if
only for a fleeting moment, a taste or

foretaste of the divine presence. Among
other things, she might teach you to seek
a state of personal annihilation or ex-
tinction, where you surrender all con-
sciousness of your own self and of your
material surroundings to contemplate
ecstatically the face of God.

Your local imam might tell you that
beyond professing your belief in the
oneness of God and venerating Muham-
mad as the messenger of God, you ought
to observe the five pillars of worship and
repent for past sins. Paying your debts,
giving more in charity than what is
mandated and performing extra prayers
could only help your chances.

A jihadist in a secret chat room might
promise your online persona that no
matter how you lived before committing
yourself to the cause, if you beg for
forgiveness and die as a martyr, you will
at the very least gain freedom from the
torture of the grave.

As a historian, I refrain from giving
religious advice. Muslims have envi-
sioned more than one path to salvation,
and their ideals, which we might qualify

as Islamic, have changed over time.
Remember, for example, that in Late
Antiquity and Early Islamic periods,
ascetics engaged in prolonged fasts,
mortification of the flesh and sexual
renunciation for the sake of salvation.
This was a compelling path back then.
Now it is a memory.

YANCY: If one is not a Muslim, what
then? Are there consequences after
death for not believing or for not being a
believer?

HALEVI: Belief in the possible salvation
of virtuous atheists and virtuous poly-
theists would be difficult to justify on the
basis of the Muslim tradition.

But there is a variety of opinions about
your question among contemporary
Muslims who profess to believe in heav-
en and hell. Exclusive monotheists,
those advocating a narrow path toward
salvation, say that every non-Muslim
who has chosen not to convert to Islam
after hearing Muhammad’s message is
likely to burn in hell. Exceptions are
made for the children of infidels who die
before reaching the age of reason and for
people who live in a place or time devoid
of exposure to the one and only true
religion. On the day of judgment, these
deprived individuals will be questioned
by God, who may decide to admit them
into heaven.

What about Mother Teresa and the
Dalai Lama? Will saints and spiritual
leaders also meet a dire end? This is
sheer speculation but I imagine that a
high percentage of Muslims, if polled
about their beliefs, would readily declare
that nobody can fathom the depths of
Allah’s mercy and that righteous indi-
viduals should be saved on account of
their good deeds.

In the late 20th century, a few promi-
nent Muslim intellectuals, yearning for a
more inclusive and pluralistic approach

to religion, drew inspiration from a
Quranic verse to argue that Jews and
Christians who believe in one God,
affirm the doctrine of the last day and
do works of righteousness will also
enter Paradise.

YANCY: Does Islam teach its believers
not to fear death?

HALEVI: I am not convinced that it
effectively does that. Or that teaching
believers to deal with this fear is a
central aim. Arguably, many religious
narratives about death and the afterlife
are supposed to strike dread in our
hearts and thus persuade us to believe
and do the right thing. Even if a be-
liever arrogantly presumes that God
will surely save him, still, he may have
to face Munkar and Nakir, contend in
the grave with darkness and worms,
stand before God for the final judgment
and cross al-Sirat, the bridge over the
highest level of hell. All of this sounds
quite terrifying to me.

Of course, I realize that Sufi parables
may suggest otherwise. Like the poet
Rumi, who fantasized about dying as a

mineral, as a plant and as an
animal to be reincarnated into a
better life, some Sufi masters
imagined dying so vividly and
so often that they allegedly lost
this fear.

What Islamic narratives do
teach believers is not to protest
death, especially to accept the
death of loved ones with resig-
nation, forbearance and full
trust in God’s wisdom and
justice.

YANCY: Would you share with
us how the dead are to be taken
care of, that is, are there spe-
cific Islamic burial rituals?

HALEVI: Instead of giving you
a short and direct answer, I
would like to reflect a little on
how the current situation, the
coronavirus pandemic, is mak-
ing it difficult or impossible to
perform some of these rites.
Locally and globally, limits on
communal gatherings and
social distancing requirements
have devastated the bereft,
making it so very difficult for
them to receive religious conso-
lation for grief and loss.

In every family, in every
community, the death of an
individual is a crisis. Funeral
gatherings cannot repair the
tear in the social fabric, but
traditional rituals and condo-
lences were designed to send
the dead away and help the
living cope and mourn. The
pandemic has of course dis-
rupted this.

In Muslim cultures, the
corpse is normally given a
ritual washing and is then
wrapped in shrouds and buried
in a plot in the earth. Early on
during the pandemic, concerns
that the cadavers of persons
who died from Covid-19 might
be infectious led to many adap-
tations. Funeral homes had to
adjust to new requirements and
recommendations for minimiz-
ing contact with dead bodies.
And religious authorities made
clear that multiple adjustments
were justified by the fear of
harm.

In March of 2020, to give one
example, an ayatollah from
Najaf, Iraq, ruled that instead

of thoroughly cleaning a corpse
and perfuming it with camphor,
undertakers could wear gloves

and perform an alternative “dry ablu-
tion” with sand or dust. And instead of
insisting on the tradition of hasty buri-
als, he ruled that it would be fine, for
safety’s sake, to keep corpses in refrig-
erators for a long while.

In the city of Qom, Iran, the coronavi-
rus reportedly led to the digging of a
mass grave. It is not clear how the plots
were actually used. But burying sev-
eral bodies together in a single grave
would not violate Islamic law. This
extraordinary procedure has long been
allowed during epidemics and war. By
contrast, burning a human body is
regarded as abhorrent and strictly
forbidden. For this reason, there was
an outcry over Sri Lanka’s mandatory
cremation of Muslim victims of the
coronavirus.

Every year on the 10th day of the
month of Muharram, Shiites gather to
lament and remember the martyrdom
of al-Husayn ibn Ali, the third Imam
and grandson of Muhammad the
Prophet. This year Ashura, as the day
is known, fell in late August. It is a
national holiday in several countries.
Ordinarily, millions gather to partici-
pate in it. This year, some mourned in
crowds, in defiance of government
restrictions and clerical advice; others
contemplated the tragic past from
home and perhaps joined live Zoom
programs to experience the day of
mourning in a radically new way.

It is far from clear today if, when the
pandemic passes, the old ritual order
will be restored or reinvented. One way
or the other, there will be many tears.

George Yancy

GEORGE YANCY, a professor of philosophy
at Emory University, is the author, most
recently, of “Across Black Spaces: Es-
says and Interviews From an American
Philosopher.”

Of death and consequences

Religious
Muslims in
many nations
are finding
their sacred
rituals of
mourning
disrupted.

The historian Leor Halevi: “The Quran assures us that every death, even an apparently senseless,
unexpected death, springs from God’s incomprehensible wisdom and providential design.”
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Americans urgently need Congress to deliver a fresh
round of economic aid. Millions of people who lost jobs in
the spring are reaching the end of their unemployment
benefits. Many have fallen behind on rent or mortgage
payments. Many do not have enough to eat.

A wave of good news about vaccines offers reason for
hope that the coronavirus pandemic will loosen its grip
next year and that economic growth will accelerate.
That makes it all the more important to build a bridge
allowing people to get through the winter months.

It is heartening that legislative leaders in both parties
say they want a deal before heading home for the holi-
days. A $908 billion proposal advanced by a bipartisan
group of senators offers a reasonable starting point. It’s
not enough money, but Republicans are refusing to do
more, and Democratic leaders have concluded that
some aid is better than nothing.

President Trump now appears to have lost interest in
leading the country. But President-elect Joe Biden has
stepped into the void, repeatedly urging the necessity of
an aid deal and rightly arguing that Congress can do
more next year.

“It’s just the start,” Mr. Biden said on Friday. “Con-
gress will need to act again in January.”

The need for aid has been obscured to some extent by
the rise of the stock market and by seven consecutive
months of job growth. But stocks are owned mostly by
the wealthy, and the jobs gains need to be placed in the
context of the enormous job losses in the early months of
the pandemic. Even after those months of job growth,
the share of Americans who have lost jobs and have not
found new ones is greater than in any other year since

World War II.
We are climbing out

of a hole so deep that
we’re still farther down
than we’ve been be-
fore.

Nor is it sufficient to
rely on coronavirus
vaccinations to revive
economic growth.
Bringing the pandemic
under control is a nec-
essary precondition for
recovery, but it won’t
happen soon enough to
protect millions of
workers and busi-
nesses from experienc-
ing deep damage to

their fortunes. Some of that damage, like the closure of a
business or the loss of a home, may not easily be re-
versed even once it is safe for people to return to some-
thing like normal life.

In the early months of the pandemic, the government
took strong and effective action to limit the economic
fallout, pumping trillions of dollars into the economy.
But the flow of aid has been dwindling since the summer,
and several programs are on the verge of ending.

About 12 million Americans are currently receiving
federal unemployment benefits under pandemic pro-
grams that are scheduled to expire at the end of the year.
The federal government is sending weekly checks to
roughly 7.3 million freelance and contract workers who
are not eligible for standard state unemployment bene-
fits. It also is sending checks to 4.6 million workers who
have exhausted their eligibility for state benefits.

In normal times, cutting off benefits is intended to
encourage people to look for work. In the midst of a
pandemic, with few jobs available and public health
authorities urging people to stay home, that amounts to
mindless cruelty.

The end of a patchwork of restrictions on evictions
and foreclosures threatens to expose millions of families
to eviction. According to the Census Bureau, 6 percent of
homeowners and 16 percent of renters reported in mid-
November that they were behind on their rent or mort-
gage payments.

The consequences extend beyond a few months of
pain. Rebuilding is much harder than preserving. As
businesses close, there are fewer jobs for workers to
reclaim. Workers who lose their homes may be forced to
move — away from former jobs, schools, communities.

The compromise now on the table is flawed. It does
not provide enough help for state and local governments
or for workers. In addition to providing necessary finan-
cial help for businesses, it includes a twisted provision
providing special legal protections to businesses that
fail to protect their workers. But there is no obvious
benefit in turning it down.

Millions of Americans are suffering. The situation is
deteriorating. Send money now.

The U.S.
Senate’s plan is
flawed. Doing
nothing would
be much
worse.

PASS THE STIMULUS COMPROMISE NOW
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It’s been four weeks since Joe Biden
was declared the winner of a hard-
fought election. The votes have been
counted in Georgia. Three times. Yet
the incumbent refuses to admit defeat
and released a 46-minute video alleg-
ing “massive fraud.” He’s made it clear
that he’s not going to go quietly. So I’m
sure you’re all wondering what I’ve
been wondering: When is the interna-
tional community going to step in and
resolve this crisis?

Sure, Joe Biden won both the Elec-
toral College and the popular vote. But
the president refuses to give up. He’s
got some militias in the north and the
south solidly behind him, along with
large sections of the country. You know
what that means. Conditions are ripe
for the secretary of state of some for-
eign country to parachute in and bro-
ker a power-sharing deal, as John
Kerry did in Afghanistan in 2014. May-
be Trump could serve as chief execu-
tive officer of a unity government. Or
he could be put in charge of national
reconciliation. If that doesn’t work,
maybe it’s time for a loya jirga.

Perhaps some Middle Eastern law-
maker out there is already hard at
work on a proposal for our political
salvation, based on partitioning our
country into semiautonomous ethno-
states, just like Mr. Biden’s plan for
Iraq. But I don’t think so. Aside from a
few individual foreign officials express-
ing sadness or scorn, there’s been
mostly a deafening (and awkward)
silence from the rest of the world in
our hour of need.

Where are the threats of sanctions
unless the president respects the re-
sults of the election? Where are the
stern warnings that the recommenda-
tions of international election observ-
ers must be implemented? If Mr.
Trump barricades himself in the White
House, like the Philippine leader Ferdi-
nand Marcos did in 1986, who is going
to play the role of Paul Laxalt and
advise him that “the time has come”?

“If the United States were a regular
country, Joe Biden would be getting
massive pressure right now from
major powers to update and upgrade
the antiquated American electoral
system,” Dov H. Levin, assistant pro-
fessor of international relations at the

University of Hong Kong, told me.
“There would be hundreds of electoral
experts descending to tell the U.S. how
to do this. They could require, for ex-
ample, that the U.S. set up an inde-
pendent election committee to be in
charge of determining who won instead
of Fox News and CNN.”

America is not a regular country. It is
an exceptional one, so much so that we
participate regularly in everybody
else’s elections. One out of every 11
elections around the world between
1946 and 2000 featured some sort of
U.S. intervention, according to Dr.
Levin’s new book, “Meddling in the
Ballot Box.” That made me feel all the
more neglected. We invaded Iraq to
free them from a despot. We helped
redesign Kenya’s entire electoral sys-
tem after its disputed election. Isn’t it

time they returned
the favor? After all
we have done for
democracy every-
where, how could the
world abandon us
now?

Caroline Hartzell,
chairwoman of politi-
cal science depart-
ment of Gettysburg
College, who is an
expert on power-

sharing agreements, said Americans
could take some pointers from other
countries that managed to evict un-
wanted leaders. Some countries entice
them into stepping down by promising
them fancy titles or symbolic cabinet
posts. Others let them leave family
members in positions of power. In
Nicaragua in 1990, President Daniel
Ortega left power after defeat at the
ballot box — and after a deal left his
brother in charge of the military. That’s
a little bit like Trump vacating the White
House but leaving Javanka in charge of
the State Department or Rudy Giuliani
responsible for mowing the grass.

Dr. Hartzell convinced me that we
might get by without the African Union
or the Organization of American States
swooping in to rescue us.

“Thus far, with no thanks to the Re-
publicans in Congress, at the state level,
the system is working,” she said. “Even
[Attorney General William] Barr finally
said there’s no evidence of things going
awry.”

But she admitted that it might be a
little awkward in the future when, say,
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo tries to

chide another country’s leaders for
“election irregularities” (as he did to
Tanzania last month) after working for
a man who declared himself the winner
of the election with millions of votes left
uncounted.

What if the ranks of our local election
officials looked more like Monica Palm-
er and William Hartmann, the G.O.P.
canvassers who tried to stop the certifi-
cation of votes from Detroit, than like
Gabriel Sterling, the G.O.P. official in
Georgia who passionately demanded
that the president “stop inspiring peo-
ple to commit potential acts of vio-
lence”? What then?

Could the world dislodge an Ameri-
can dictator, if it ever came to that?
Would France swoop in and spirit him
away, as they helped send Laurent
Gbagbo to face criminal charges out-
side of Ivory Coast? Would Spain or the

Seychelles make a tempting offer of
luxurious exile, like American officials
offered Haiti’s leaders in 1994? Would
Sudan-born telecommunications billion-
aire Mo Ibrahim set up a prestigious
fellowship for American presidents who
peacefully give up power? Would some-
one just offer Mr. Trump a pile of money
to leave? Bill Maher already tried that.
It didn’t work.

The reality is that if Donald Trump
really did refuse to leave power, there
isn’t a whole lot the world could do
about it. And Mr. Trump knows that.

“The realist in me says there are no
tools that could be used in the U.S.” to
pressure an American president to
abide by the results of an election, said
Daniela Donno, the author of “Defend-
ing Democratic Norms: International
Actors and the Politics Of Electoral
Misconduct.”

Most countries that get rescued from
their aspiring despots are poor and
weak, easily swayed by the threat of
withholding aid or loan guarantees or
foreign investment.

“The reason it works in other coun-
tries has to do with economic vulnera-
bility that’s just not present in this
instance,” Dr. Donno told me. “If the
election had been closer than it was,
Trump might be making a play for this.
There would be a lot of diplomatic
pressure and symbolic moves. But I
don’t see the E.U. or France or Ger-
many wielding any kind of major eco-
nomic stick or carrots.”

In other words: The world’s not
going to save us, America. So we damn
well better save ourselves.

FARAH STOCKMAN is a member of the
Times editorial board.

Farah Stockman

Send in the international peace brokers

An absurd
political
moment in
the U.S. calls
for an absurd
political
solution from
abroad.

President Emmanuel Macron of France with President Trump at the White House in 2018.
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allowed to get, such as the lifting of
sanctions on an Iranian airline that
supports the regime’s proxies.

But Tehran’s escalation is also a bluff.
There’s a limit to how far it can go in
provoking a nuclear crisis with the
United States without risking a con-
frontation with an enemy that is much
closer to home.

In the last six months, explosions in
Iran have destroyed large parts of a
centrifuge manufacturing facility in
Natanz, a secretive military installation
at Parchin, a power plant in Isfahan, a
missile facility in Khojir and an under-
ground military installation in Tehran,
among other places. Abdullah Ahmed
Abdullah, Al Qaeda’s second-highest
leader, was gunned down in August in
the streets of Tehran. As for
Fakhrizadeh, he was not the first Irani-
an nuclear scientist to meet a violent
end, and probably won’t be the last.

Nobody has taken responsibility for
these attacks, but nobody is in much
doubt about their source, either. They
reveal an astonishing degree of penetra-
tion of the Iranian security complex. If
Tehran tries to race toward nuclear
breakout, it knows it will encounter a
determined and effective challenge.
There’s a limit to how far the regime can
go with its provocations before those
provocations become dangerous to the
regime itself.

In short, Tehran’s negotiating posi-

tion is weak and its options for escala-
tion are limited. (Even its apparent
attack last year on Saudi Arabia’s oil
installations, while technically impres-
sive, did little permanent damage to
the kingdom while accelerating the
recent Arab-Israeli rapprochement.) If
disputed rumors of the 81-year-old
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s ill
health prove true, the country would
experience its first transfer of real
authority since 1989, another tumul-
tuous event for an already unpopular
regime.

Contrast this with the Biden adminis-
tration, which will come into office
holding four powerful cards — assum-
ing it chooses to play them. First, it can
credibly outsource effective deterrence
to Israel without having to bear the
immediate risks. Second, it can leverage
the military, economic, intelligence and
diplomatic resources of an increasingly
united Israeli-Arab front. Third, it does-
n’t have to impose new sanctions to
cripple Iran’s economy. It merely has to
enforce the ones already in place.

Finally, there is growing evidence
that Iran has long been in breach of its
past commitments by hiding hundreds
of tons of nuclear equipment and ma-
terial that should have been disclosed
under the terms of the nuclear deal. The
Biden administration and its European
partners have a right and responsibility
to insist that Tehran provide a full ac-
counting of that material as the entry
price of negotiations.

There is a road toward a credible and
durable deal with Iran that can muster
the kind of regional support and biparti-
san buy-in the last one lacked. It’s a deal
that forces the regime to choose be-
tween a nuclear program or a function-
ing economy, rather than getting both. A
Biden administration that has the pa-
tience to see through Tehran’s bluster
can be rewarded with a lasting diplo-
matic achievement that a future admin-
istration, unlike the last one, will not
easily erase.

On Iran, Biden can bide his time
STEPHENS, FROM PAGE 1
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Zoom Thanksgiving and I’m preparing
for a Zoom Hanukkah. I’ve set the
table for four, instead of six or eight or
10, and “hosted” a Passover Seder with
my siblings and my mom on my laptop
screen on the counter, instead of at the
table with us. I have a new niece I’ve
met only onscreen, and of all the
things that aren’t the same, seeing a
new baby as opposed to holding one —
feeling that tiny hand curling around
your finger, cuddling that warm, loaf-
of-bread weight against your shoulder,
smelling the sweetness that’s particu-
lar to a brand-new human being — is
at the very top of the list.

These are real losses; there are days
and weeks and months that none of us
will get back. But I’m hoping most
Americans will be willing to make the
trade-off — to stay home, to stay so-
cially distanced, to wash our hands
and wear our masks — because we
want to be together next year. Because
no one wants every holiday for the
foreseeable future to start with 10
minutes of “I can’t see anyone” and
“Mom, you need to click ‘start video’’’
and “I just texted you the link! Check
again!” No one wants to watch Hall-
mark movies with masked protago-
nists who never get within less than
six feet of one another.

And yet maybe there’s something
worthwhile in the sacrifice — some-
thing even holy.

“The development of faith gives us
the capacity to think outside of our
immediate needs,” the Rev. Winnie
Varghese, an Episcopal priest at Trin-
ity Church Wall Street in Manhattan,
told me. True, Christmas and Easter
are days of holy obligation, days when
even Christians who don’t attend
church regularly show up. “That said,
we are in a really unusual moment, a
once-in-a-lifetime crisis,” Ms. Varghese
said. “And in those times, you see the
church overwhelmingly look toward
the greater good, the common good.”

Ms. Varghese acknowledges that
there’s real sadness around missing
the services and the fellowship, the
traditions of a normal celebration.
“But, as an ordained person, it’s hard
to believe that God would want us to
harm other people — or ourselves.”

The ‘war on
Christmas’
WEINER, FROM PAGE 8

JENNIFER WEINER is the author, most
recently, of the novel “Big Summer.”

can be punishingly expensive in the
United States.

Remdesivir, a drug used to treat
Covid-19 (with mixed results), is now in
short supply in the United States and
Europe. Gilead Sciences, remdesivir’s
manufacturer, has retained its monop-
oly over the drug in rich countries, but in
May it signed licensing agreements
with companies in 127 countries so that
they could produce generic versions for
sale there. The result? While there have
been shortages of the drug in the West,
it has been available in increasingly
stable supplies in several poor coun-
tries, sometimes at one-tenth of the
price.

But the governments of rich countries
can push back against Big Pharma, too,
and sometimes have done so — despite
the pharmaceutical industry’s some-
times colossal financial clout. (Cam-
paign and lobbying contributions from
drug makers to the U.S. federal govern-
ment totaled some $4.7 billion between
1999 and 2018, according to one recent
study.) In the aftermath of 9/11, the
United States feared an anthrax attack
and needed unusually large supplies of

ciprofloxacin from Bayer; when the
government threatened to bypass the
company’s patent and buy generic
alternatives, the company lowered the
price of the antibiotic and increased
supplies.

In Britain last year, families of chil-
dren with cystic fibrosis petitioned the
government to suspend a company’s
monopoly over Orkambi, the first signif-
icant treatment for the disease. After
political parties threw their weight
behind the petition, Vertex, the maker of
Orkambi, agreed to sell the drug at a
much lower price than it had been hold-
ing out for.

As for coronavirus vaccines and
Covid-19 treatments, another meeting of
the TRIPs Council is scheduled for Dec.
10; on Dec. 16 and 17 the W.T.O.’s general
council, one of the organization’s high-
est decision-making bodies, will meet.
The United States, the European Union
and Britain are expected to dig their
heels in.

Yet mounting pressure from poor
countries at the W.T.O. should give the
governments of rich countries leverage
to negotiate with their pharmaceutical
companies for cheaper drugs and vac-

cines worldwide. Leaning on those
companies is the right thing to do in the
face of a global pandemic; it is also the
best way for the governments of rich
countries to take care of their own popu-
lations, which in some cases experience
more severe drug shortages than do
people in far less affluent places.

Last month, the editorial board of The
Wall Street Journal denounced the
TRIPs waiver proposal put forward by
India and South Africa as a “patent
heist,” adding that “their effort would
harm everyone, including the poor.” In
fact, the effort would help everyone,
including the rich — if only the rich
could see that.

Suspend intellectual property rights

ACHAL PRABHALA is the coordinator of
the AccessIBSA project, which cam-
paigns for access to medicines, and a
fellow of the Shuttleworth Foundation,
in Bangalore. ARJUN JAYADEV is a profes-
sor of economics at Azim Premji Uni-
versity, in Bangalore, and a senior
economist at the Institute for New
Economic Thinking. DEAN BAKER is a
senior economist at the Center for
Economic and Policy Research in Wash-
ington, D.C.
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science

Some scientists spend their lives trying
to pinpoint the shape of tiny proteins in
the human body.

Proteins are the microscopic mecha-
nisms that drive the behavior of viruses,
bacteria, the human body and all living
things. They begin as strings of chemi-
cal compounds, before twisting and fold-
ing into three-dimensional shapes that
define what they can do — and what
they cannot.

For biologists, identifying the precise
shape of a protein often requires
months, years or even decades of ex-
perimentation. It requires skill, intelli-
gence and more than a little elbow
grease. Sometimes they never succeed.

Now, an artificial intelligence lab in
London has built a computer system
that can do the job in a few hours — per-
haps even a few minutes.

DeepMind, a lab owned by the same
parent company as Google, said last
month that its system, called AlphaFold,
had solved what is known as “the pro-
tein folding problem.” Given the string
of amino acids that make up a protein,
the system can rapidly and reliably pre-
dict its three-dimensional shape.

This long-sought breakthrough could
accelerate the ability to understand dis-
eases, develop new medicines and un-
lock mysteries of the human body.

Computer scientists have struggled
to build such a system for more than 50
years. For the last 25, they have meas-
ured and compared their efforts through
a global competition called the Critical
Assessment of Structure Prediction, or
C.A.S.P. Until now, no contestant had
come close to solving the problem.

DeepMind solved the problem with a
wide range of proteins, reaching an ac-
curacy level that rivaled physical ex-
periments. Many scientists had as-
sumed that moment was still years, if
not decades, away.

“I always hoped I would live to see
this day,” said John Moult, a professor at
the University of Maryland who helped

create C.A.S.P. in 1994 and continues to
oversee the biennial contest. “But it
wasn’t always obvious I was going to
make it.”

As part of this year’s C.A.S.P., Deep-
Mind’s technology was reviewed by Dr.
Moult and other researchers who over-
see the contest.

If DeepMind’s methods can be re-
fined, he and other researchers said,
they could speed the development of
new drugs, as well as efforts to apply ex-
isting medications to new viruses and
diseases.

The breakthrough arrives too late to
make a significant impact on the corona-
virus. But researchers believe Deep-
Mind’s methods could accelerate the re-
sponse to future pandemics. Some be-
lieve it could also help scientists gain a
better understanding of genetic dis-
eases along the lines of Alzheimer’s or
cystic fibrosis.

Still, experts cautioned that this tech-
nology would affect only a small part of
the long process by which scientists
identify new medicines and analyze dis-
ease. It was also unclear when or how
DeepMind would share its technology
with other researchers.

DeepMind is one of the key players in
a sweeping change that has spread
across academia, the tech industry and
the medical community over the past 10
years. Thanks to an artificial intelli-
gence technology called a neural net-
work, machines can now learn to per-
form many tasks that were once beyond
their reach — and sometimes beyond
the reach of humans.

A neural network is a mathematical
system loosely modeled on the network
of neurons in the human brain. It learns
skills by analyzing vast amounts of data.
By pinpointing patterns in thousands of
cat photos, for instance, it can learn to
recognize a cat.

This is the technology that recognizes
faces in the photos you post to Face-
book, identifies the commands you bark
into your smartphone and translates
one language into another on Skype and

other services. DeepMind is using this
technology to predict the shape of pro-
teins.

If scientists can predict the shape of a
protein in the human body, they can de-
termine how other molecules will bind
or physically attach to it. This is one way
drugs are developed: A drug binds to
particular proteins in your body and al-
ters their behavior.

By analyzing thousands of known
proteins and their physical shapes, a
neural network can learn to predict the
shapes of others. In 2018, using this
method, DeepMind entered the C.A.S.P.
contest for the first time and its system
outperformed all other competitors, sig-
naling a significant shift. But its team of
biologists, physicists and computer sci-
entists, led by a researcher named John
Jumper, were nowhere close to solving
the ultimate problem.

In the two years since, Dr. Jumper and
his team designed an entirely new kind

of neural network specifically for pro-
tein folding, and this drove an enormous
leap in accuracy.

Their latest version provides a power-
ful, if imperfect, solution to the protein
folding problem, said the DeepMind re-
search scientist Kathryn Tunyasuvu-
nakool.

The system can accurately predict the
shape of a protein about two-thirds of
the time, according to the results of the
C.A.S.P. contest.

And its mistakes with these proteins
are smaller than the width of an atom —
an error rate that rivals physical experi-
ments.

“Most atoms are within an atom di-
ameter of where they are in the experi-
mental structure,” said Dr. Moult, the
contest organizer. “And with those that
aren’t, there are other possible explana-
tions of the differences.”

Andrei Lupas, director of the depart-
ment of protein evolution at the Max

Planck Institute for Developmental Bi-
ology in Germany, is among those who
worked with AlphaFold. He is part of a
team that spent a decade trying to deter-
mine the physical shape of a particular
protein in a tiny bacteria-like organism
called an archaeon.

This protein straddles the membrane
of individual cells — part is inside the
cell, part is outside — and that makes it
difficult for scientists like Dr. Lupas to
determine the shape of the protein in the
lab. Even after a decade, he could not
pinpoint the shape.

With AlphaFold, he cracked the prob-
lem in half an hour.

If these methods continue to improve,
he said, they could be a particularly use-
ful way of determining whether a new
virus could be treated with a cocktail of
existing drugs.

“We could start screening every com-
pound that is licensed for use in hu-
mans,” Dr. Lupas said. “We could face

the next pandemic with the drugs we al-
ready have.”

During the current pandemic, a sim-
pler form of artificial intelligence proved
helpful in some cases. A system built by
another London company, Benevo-
lentAI, helped pinpoint an existing drug,
baricitinib, that could be used to treat se-
riously ill Covid-19 patients. Re-
searchers have now completed a clinical
trial, though the results have not yet
been released.

As researchers continue to improve
the technology, AlphaFold could further
accelerate this kind of drug repurpos-
ing, as well as the development of en-
tirely new vaccines, especially if we en-
counter a virus that is even less under-
stood than Covid-19.

David Baker, the director of the Insti-
tute for Protein Design at the University
of Washington, who has been using simi-
lar computer technology to design anti-
coronavirus drugs, said DeepMind’s
methods could accelerate that work.

“We were able to design coronavirus-
neutralizing proteins in several
months,” he said. “But our goal is to do
this kind of thing in a couple of weeks.”

Still, development speed must con-
tend with other issues, like large clinical
trials, said Dr. Vincent Marconi, a re-
searcher at Emory University in Atlanta
who helped lead the baricitinib trial.
“That takes time,” he said.

But DeepMind’s methods could be a
way of determining whether a clinical
trial will fail because of toxic reactions
or other problems, at least in some
cases.

DeepMind is a research lab. It does
not sell products directly to other labs or
businesses. But it could work with other
companies to share access to its technol-
ogy over the internet.

The lab’s biggest breakthroughs in
the past have involved games. It built
systems that surpassed human per-
formance on the ancient strategy game
Go and the popular video game Star-
Craft — enormously technical achieve-
ments with no practical application.
Now, members of the DeepMind team
are eager to push their artificial intelli-
gence technology into the real world.

“We don’t want to be a leader board
company,” Dr. Jumper said. “We want
real biological relevance.”

Artificial intelligence unlocks a critical biological code
Solution researchers find
to ‘protein folding problem’
may aid in drug discoveries

BY CADE METZ

DEEPMIND

Researchers hope to accelerate
responses to future pandemics.

In the spring of 2018 at the Montreal In-
sectarium, Stéphane Le Tirant received
a clutch of 13 eggs that he hoped would
hatch into leaves. The eggs were not
ovals but prisms, brown paper lanterns
scarcely bigger than chia seeds.

They had been laid by a wild-caught
female Phyllium asekiense, a leaf insect
from Papua New Guinea belonging to a
group called frondosum, which was
known only from female specimens.
Phyllium asekiense is a stunning leaf in-
sect, occurring both in summery greens
and autumnal browns. As Royce Cum-
ming, a graduate student at the City Uni-
versity of New York, puts it, “Dead leaf,
live leaf, semi-dried leaf.”

Mr. Le Tirant, the collections man-
ager of the insectarium since 1989, spe-
cializes in scarab beetles; he estimates
that he has 25,000 beetles in his private
collection at home. But he had always
harbored a passion for leaf insects and
had successfully bred two species, a
small one from the Philippines and a
larger one from Malaysia. A Phyllium
asekiense — rare, beautiful and, most
important, living — would be a treasure
in any insectarium.

In the insect-rearing laboratory,
Mario Bonneau and other technicians
nestled the 13 eggs on a mesh screen on
a bed of coconut fibers and spritzed
them often with water. In the fall, and
over the course of several months, five
eggs hatched into spindly black
nymphs. The technicians treated the
baby nymphs with utmost care, moving
them from one tree to another by touch-
ing only whatever leaf the insects clung
to, not the insects themselves.

“Other insects, we just grab them,”
Mr. Le Tirant said. “But these small leaf
insects were so precious, like jewels in
our laboratory.”

The technicians offered the nymphs a
buffet of fragrant guava, bramble and
salal leaves. Two nymphs refused to eat
and soon died. The remaining three
munched, molted, munched, molted and
molted some more. One nymph grew
green and broad, just like her mother.

But to Mr. Le Tirant’s befuddlement,
the other two grew slender and sticklike
and even sprouted a pair of wings. They
bore a curious resemblance to leaf in-
sects in Nanophyllium, an entirely dif-
ferent genus whose six species had been
described only from male specimens.

Mr. Le Tirant emailed a picture to Mr.
Cumming, who confirmed what had now
become obvious: The two species in fact
were one and the same. The hatchlings
had solved the century-old mystery of
the missing Nanophyllium female.

“Since 1906, we’ve only ever found
males,” Mr. Cumming said. “And now we
have our final, solid proof.”

Mr. Cumming and Mr. Le Tirant re-
cently united the long-lost mates —

broad-leafed females and slender males
— in one species, Nanophyllium
asekiense, in the journal ZooKeys.

It is actually quite common for leaf in-
sects — which are a family in the
broader order of stick insects — to be
known from just one sex. Many stick in-
sects display extreme sexual dimor-
phism, with females unrecognizable
from their male companions.

In 2018, Paul Brock, a scientific associ-
ate at the Natural History Museum in
London who edited a rough draft of the
new paper, solved a similar mystery in
stick insects. He and his colleagues de-
scribed the first male Acanthoxyla, a ge-
nus of stick insect from New Zealand
that was thought to be exclusively fe-
male.

“Leaf insects are a particular chal-
lenge as they are so infrequently found
in the wild,” Dr. Brock said.

Leaf insects are almost impossible to
see in nature, and scientists can’t study
what they can’t see. Mr. Cumming, one
of the world’s few experts on leaf in-
sects, has never seen a leaf insect in the
wild, only specimens in captivity or mu-
seums. Dr. Brock has seen wild stick in-
sects, but never a wild leaf insect.

Mr. Le Tirant, who has gone on many
insect-collecting trips, has seen only one
leaf insect in the wild. While searching
with a local collector in Malaysia, Mr. Le
Tirant discovered it after hitting a tree
with his large collecting net, which
shook free many leaves and one leaf in-
sect. “If I was alone, I would never have
seen a single leaf insect,” he said, shak-
ing his head at his fortune. Mr. Le Tirant
took the insect back to Montreal, where
it lived and died and still resides, in a
drawer in the insectarium.

Even if someone could distinguish a

leaf insect from surrounding foliage,
there is an almost zero chance the insect
would be in the company of its mate.
While the winged males flit from tree to
tree, the flightless females spend their
entire lives high in the canopy, out of
reach and sight, swaying in the breeze

as leaves will do. “By chance, one might
be blown out of a tree,” Mr. Cumming
said.

How, then, to match leaf insects with
their mates? With field observation a
nonstarter, entomologists resorted to
hypothesizing. Two decades ago, Dr.

Brock was the first to suggest that the
female mate to Nanophyllium could be
found in the frondosum group. He was
examining a pair of male and female leaf
insects from Papua New Guinea whose
uneven legs looked curiously similar.

“This would be a simple task nowa-
days, by undertaking DNA bar coding,”
Dr. Brock said. But he lacked enough ev-
idence: The female was missing her
forelegs, and only one species of
Nanophyllium had been formally de-
scribed.

In 2017, Mr. Cumming decided to see if
he could prove Dr. Brock’s hypothesis.
He and Mr. Le Tirant spent several
years poring through museum speci-
mens, which has resulted in identifica-
tion and description of 21 new leaf insect
species. Mr. Cumming, Mr. Le Tirant
and colleagues spent two years writing
a paper identifying the shared morphol-
ogy of frondosum females and
Nanophyllium males. The similarities
were small but certain — two nodes at
the back of the head and leaflike lobed
legs.

Their paper had already passed peer
review when Mr. Le Tirant’s nymphs
grew up and unexpectedly provided un-
shakable proof. “We had to rewrite ev-
erything,” Mr. Cumming said. Mr. Brock

is delighted the puzzle has been solved.
At the Montreal Insectarium, the two

male Nanophylliums flew day and night
for four months and died before their fe-
male sibling matured. She lived for nine
months, laying 245 eggs in Easter egg
pastels: blues, yellows and beiges. “To
have eggs from one female in so many
colors?” Mr. Le Tirant said. “That is
something very special, something I
have never seen in the past for a leaf in-
sect.”

Very few of her eggs have hatched,
and no nymphs survived. But Mr. Le
Tirant has kept all of her eggs, hatched
and unhatched, on pins and in jars.

Although the pandemic has pre-
vented Mr. Cumming and Mr. Le Tirant
from meeting in person, they have be-
come fast friends and will soon finish a
grander project revising the evolution-
ary history of leaf insects.

Mr. Le Tirant still marvels at his luck
— of the eggs hatching, and of becoming
acquainted with Mr. Cumming a few
years before Mr. Le Tirant might have
retired, giving Mr. Le Tirant the chance
to study the alluring insects near the
end of a long career devoted to beetles.
“You could study rocks your whole life,
or you could study diamonds,” he said.
“What a fabulous insect.”

He’s a stick, she’s a leaf; they belong together
Surprise clutch of eggs
solves a century-old
insectarium mystery

BY SABRINA IMBLER

Leaf insects and stick insects look very different. The discovery that the looks are deceiving has solved a mystery.
RENE LIMOGES AND ROYCE CUMMING

Stéphane Le Tirant, collections manager of the Montreal Insectarium. “These small leaf
insects were so precious, like jewels in our laboratory,” he said.

JEAN-FRANÇOIS HAMELIN

Left, a male stick insect; right, a female leaf insect from Papua New Guinea. They are
now known to be a single species, which is called Nanophyllium asekiense.

MARIO BONNEAU RENE LIMOGES/MONTREAL INSECTARIUM

The winged males flit from tree
to tree; the flightless females
spend their entire lives high
in the canopy, out of sight.
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SUDOKU No. 0912

Fill the grid so 
that every row, 
column 3x3 box 
and shaded 3x3 
box contains 
each of the 
numbers  
1 to 9 exactly 
once.

Fill the grids with digits so as not 
to repeat a digit in any row or 
column, and so that the digits 
within each heavily outlined box 
will produce the target number 
shown, by using addition, 
subtraction, multiplication or 
division, as indicated in the box. 
A 4x4 grid will use the digits 
1-4. A 6x6 grid will use 1-6.

For solving tips and more KenKen 
puzzles: www.nytimes.com/
kenken. For Feedback: nytimes@
kenken.com

For solving tips 
and more puzzles: 
www.nytimes.com/
sudoku

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC. 
Copyright © 2018 www.KENKEN.com. All rights reserved.
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Solution No. 0812 CROSSWORD | Edited by Will Shortz

Across

 1 Pain in the neck

 6 Four are credited for a 
grand slam, briefly

10 Channel that a telly 
may be tuned to

13 Fuel for a funny car

14 Dough

15 Contraction in “Jingle 
Bells”

16 Formal turndown

17 Remnant of an 
oceanic volcano

18 “The way I see it,” to a 
texter

19 Establish a standard 
that’s easy to reach

22 Cameo, say

25 Vincent van Gogh or 
Queen Elizabeth I, 
notably

26 O, in the W.W. II  
Army/Navy alphabet 

27 Expressions of 
enlightenment

29 “Between  
Two ___” (Zach 
Galifianakis show)

30 With 41-Across, make 
every effort to be 
accommodating

32 Ivory, but not ebony

33 Gobbled

34 One who might have 
to create an account

36 Utah senator Mike

39 Green New ___

41 See 30-Across

43 Many city  
layouts

45 Big name in pasta 
sauce

46 Yours, in Tours

47 Song words after 
“Speaking words of 
wisdom …”

49 Most serious

51 Not meet expectations

53 As well

54 Big name in cosmetics

55 Pitch deliverer, 
perhaps

59 “Gross!”

60 Like excited fans in 
stadiums

61 “Crossing my fingers!”

62 B&B

63 Go-___

64 Contest described 
by 19-, 30-/41- and 
51-Across

Down

 1 “This is ___”

 2 Kia  
subcompact

 3 “___ complicated”

 4 Got nice and toasty?

 5 Home of the boy band 
BTS

 6 “Divergent” author 
Veronica

 7 Rude people in 
stadiums

 8 “Who’da thunk it?!”

 9 Utensil farthest left 
in a five-piece place 
setting

10 Standard contract text

11 Kvetch about

12 Groups in stadiums

14 Source of the line 
“Blessed are the 
meek: for they shall 
inherit the earth”

20 Bookstore section

21 Perlman of “Cheers”

22 Variety of tea

23 Sarcastic comeback

24 Stopped being so 
loud

28 Its capital is 
Oranjestad

31 Hot

32 Fix in place

35 More in need of a 
lift?

37 One taking a bow 
for getting couples 
together?

38 Prepare for publishing

40 Actress Falco

42 Gave a friendly 
greeting, in a way

43 Squatting muscles

44 Fame

45 Leader of an 
Episcopal parish

48 Mideast port  
that was home  
to Sinbad the sailor

50 To no ___

52 What incubators 
provide

56 Old-fashioned tattoo

57 Police dept.  
alert

58 Start of many an art 
movement

PUZZLE BY OWEN TRAVIS AND JEFF CHEN
Solution to December 8 Puzzle

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20 21

22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29

30 31 32

33 34 35 36 37 38

39 40 41 42

43 44 45 46

47 48 49 50

51 52

53 54 55 56 57 58

59 60 61

62 63 64

W O R K A B O V E H A R D
E X E C D E V I L A S H E
T O F U D E E D S S T O P

P I E R R E S A U N A
O H M T R Y T O O T T E R
L E A S E S T A T E S T
D A K A R M E A D O W

P O L A R O P P O S I T E
S T E L A E P L A I N

A N I I C E E E Y O R E
R A N D O S A M S A S E W
R U N I N K N I C K S
I S I T F I N C H W A R D
V E E S I N U R E A C E R
E A S Y B E L O W P L A Y

Sports

LONDON The stillness spoke volumes.
There were 12 minutes left to play, but
the game was over. Manchester Unit-
ed’s players were swarming around
Marcus Rashford, scorer of his team’s
third goal, the one that had settled
matters. West Ham’s were staring
blankly at the turf, unsure of quite how
things had slipped away from them.

In the Billy Bonds stand, though,
nobody moved. In ordinary circum-
stances, more than a handful would
have picked themselves up with a
shake of the head and a flash of anger,
and made their way to the exits. A
bitterly cold evening, a long trudge
away from the stadium ahead, most
reasonable hope extinguished. Why
put yourself through any more?

But, of course, this was not an ordi-
nary circumstance. It had been 271
days since fans were allowed to watch
a Premier League game in the flesh.
The 2,000 West Ham supporters inside
the London Stadium were the first to
attend a game since March 9: another
season, another world. These were the
lucky few. Their reward was to sit and
endure seeing their team beaten, 3-1.

There is a fairly brutal metaphor
there, a reminder that sports is not a
game of guarantees. There is no guar-
antee you will leave satisfied. There is
no guarantee that your support will
have any effect. As this game proved
for half an hour — before West Ham
came to life and scored the opening
goal and before Manchester United,
belatedly, decided to join in — there is
no guarantee that this form of enter-
tainment will even be entertaining.

Perhaps, though, there is one excep-
tion. Soccer’s past nine months have
been marked, indelibly, by absence:
first, for two months, of the sport as a
whole, and then, for far longer, of the
sport as it ought to be, not just a game
but a spectacle, a conduit for contact
and community and family and all
those other things that have been lost,
have been sacrificed, in far more sig-

nificant ways over the course of this
year.

Soccer has found a way through, to
its credit, playing games in empty
stadiums with vast banners draped
over vacant seats and artificial sound-
tracks piped onto television feeds. It
has made it work, as it had to do. But
every goal that has been scored has
brought a sense of regret, too, a sense
that something was missing, a sense
that nothing was the same.

To witness the return of fans,
though, was to realize how much
deeper the absence ran. Fans are, in a
sincere but intangible way, the mean-
ing of soccer, the meaning of sports. It
is fans who define and determine what

all of this means. In a more immediate
sense, though, they provide the texture
of the occasion that bring all of this to
life in vivid Technicolor.

The roar after a goal, of course, is
the clearest example, but the sound-
scape is far richer, far more diverse
than that, and often not necessarily
especially logical. The loudest cheer
here on Saturday was not, for example,
the one that greeted Tomas Soucek’s
goal that put West Ham ahead. It was
for a tackle by Declan Rice on Rash-
ford.

Then there are all the sounds that
are so much a part of the tableau that
they are easily forgotten — the ripple
of applause after a well-executed

cross-field pass; the mocking jeer that
accompanies a wayward touch; the
raucous applause for a throw-in — and
the noises that no algorithm or sound-
board could hope to capture: the ebb
and flow of excitement as a player
dallies on the ball and an attack breaks
down; the switch from cheer to groan
as the referee halts a counterattack
because of a supposed injury. It is only
when you hear them all again that you
realize how much has been missing.

This is not the end of the journey, of
course. Two thousand fans in a sta-
dium that can hold 30 times that num-
ber can still be easily lost; the noise
they generate is less a thunderclap
than a rain squall.

The Premier League has been lobby-
ing the British government for months,
insisting that it has protocols in place
that can safeguard far more fans. (It
might, if it wishes to strengthen its
case, point out that the vast mall that
sits adjacent to the London Stadium
was packed with Christmas shoppers
on Saturday evening, making the most
of the capital’s exit from the country’s
most onerous lockdown restrictions
last week.)

Those who had been allocated tick-
ets to United’s visit in West Ham’s
random lottery were greeted outside
the stadium by staff members handing
out free face masks — adorned with an
antiracism message — and welcoming
them back to the club. There were
temperature checks on the way in,
one-way systems in place to move
around the arena, all those things that
might once have been so alien but are
now ruefully familiar.

The hope, of course, is that these
early games will provide proof that the
numbers of fans allowed inside can
grow, gradually and carefully, though
seeing places like this full again re-
mains a distant prospect.

Only four of last weekend’s nine
Premier League matches were played
in front of any fans at all; the fact that

the 10th game, Newcastle’s trip to
Aston Villa, was postponed after an
outbreak of the coronavirus among
Newcastle’s players and staff members
offers a warning that the road ahead is
not a straight one.

That at least one game — at Mill-
wall, not too far from this part of east

London — was
marred by fans’
booing the sight of
players taking a
knee, part of soccer’s
continuing response
to the Black Lives
Matter movement, is
a troubling reminder
that every silver
lining risks attract-
ing a cloud.

But this is, without
question, a start. After 271 days, fans
are finally back in Premier League
stadiums. The game feels just a little
more real, a little more like its old self
again. It has missed them and they, in
turn, have missed it. Nobody moved
when Rashford scored Manchester
United’s third.

That is the lot of the fan: There are
no guarantees that you will like what
you see. But sometimes, just seeing it
is enough.

The Premier League’s soundtrack is back
On Soccer

B Y R O R Y S M I T H

Manchester United’s players were allowed to ignore social distancing rules after the team scored a goal. The 2,000 fans were not.
POOL PHOTO BY JUSTIN SETTERFIELD

A West Ham United fan cheering during the match against Manchester United. Four of
last weekend’s nine Premier League matches were played in front of limited crowds.

POOL PHOTO BY JUSTIN SETTERFIELD

Fans are, in 
a sincere but
intangible
way, the
meaning of
soccer, the
meaning of
sports.
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Culture

For as long as anyone can remember,
Hollywood has reverently burnished
and energetically debunked its own
mythology. This isn’t hypocrisy; it’s
show business. Cynicism about the low
motives and compromised ideals of the
movie industry is an industry article of
faith. The movies don’t so much reflect
public ambivalence about their power
as actively promote it. We enjoy being
fooled, and we also take pleasure in
studying the machinery of our bam-
boozlement. As long as we keep watch-
ing, everybody wins.

David Fincher’s “Mank” is a worthy,
eminently watchable entry in the
annals of Hollywood self-obsession.
That it is unreliable as history should
go without saying. Most of its charac-
ters are verifiably real figures — in-
cluding famous and half-forgotten
directors, screenwriters, stars and
studio bosses — but they are embed-
ded in a spectacle that shimmers with
knowing artificiality.

Presented in silvery, sharp-shad-
owed black and white (the cinemato-
grapher is Erik Messerschmidt), these
specters of Old Hollywood speak in
salty epigrams against a satiny, sinis-
ter score (by Trent Reznor and Atticus
Ross) and act out a looping, cautionary
fable of ruin and at least partial re-
demption. Each scene is introduced
with a typed-out note — EXT. — MGM
STUDIOS — DAY — 1934 (FLASH-
BACK) — to remind us where we are.
At the movies. (Or almost: “Mank” is
streaming on Netflix.)

Fincher’s subject, more or less, is the
genesis of “Citizen Kane,” or at least
the writing of the first draft of the
screenplay (called “American”) that
will serve as the basis for Orson Wel-
les’s debut feature. The author is Her-
man Mankiewicz (Gary Oldman), a
veteran studio hack with a broken leg
and a drinking problem.

Laid up in a remote desert guest-
house, attended to by a German physi-
cal therapist (Monika Gossmann) and
a British amanuensis (Lily Collins),
pestered by the producer John House-
man (Sam Troughton), Mankiewicz
smokes, snarks and scribbles, a bed-
ridden Ahab in pursuit of the great
white whale named William Randolph
Hearst.

Hearst, the newspaper titan and
political power broker who was the
model for Charles Foster Kane, was
hardly a stranger to Mankiewicz. The
flashback sections of the film chronicle
their association — Hearst is played
with regal nonchalance by Charles
Dance — in the early and mid-1930s.
(The writing of the “Kane” script takes
place in 1940.) In those days, Mankie-
wicz, originally under contract to
Paramount, floats into the MGM orbit,
crossing paths and rhetorical swords
with the studio chief Louis B. Mayer
(Arliss Howard) and his head of pro-
duction, Irving Thalberg (Ferdinand
Kingsley).

Those names are as encrusted with
legend as any in American movies, and

Fincher trusts that some luster and
intrigue still clings to them. Film buffs
and literary nerds of a certain anti-
quarian temperament will delight in
the busy parade of walk-ons and shout-
outs. Josef von Sternberg! Ben Hecht!
George S. Kaufman! Joseph Mankie-
wicz! (That’s Herman’s kid brother,
played by Tom Pelphrey.) All present
and (briefly) accounted for.

Mank himself is an indulged and
indulgent fixture of the backlots and
banquets. A usually charming drunk
and a seriously bad gambler, he is
prized for his sharp tongue and his soft
heart. Oldman’s performance can
stand as a companion piece to his
impersonation of Winston Churchill a
few years ago in “Darkest Hour.” Both
men are portly bons vivants, fond of

liquor and tobacco, flanked by long-
suffering wives (the wonderfully sly
Tuppence Middleton is “Poor Sara”
Mankiewicz) and English secretaries
played by actresses named Lily. And
both find themselves, in the fateful
year of 1940, struggling to complete a
singularly consequential piece of writ-
ing. An odd coincidence.

What does not seem to be a co-
incidence is that both Mank and Sir
Winston, as Oldman understands
them, are creatures of language, odd
ducks who take flight in, through and
for the sake of words. What’s marvel-
ous about Mankiewicz is how the phys-
icality of Oldman’s performance em-
phasizes his identity as a writer and a
talker. He is pear-shaped and sway-
backed, rumpled and shambling, his

body as indifferently maintained as an
old jalopy.

Accordingly, many of the delights of
“Mank” are verbal — the deliciously
literate script is by Jack Fincher, the
director’s father. Mank flings bons mots
and brickbats with mischievous relish,
and there are a handful of smart people
around who can return his volleys with
proper screwball topspin. Mayer, who
has no sense of humor, is an easy tar-
get. Hearst appreciates Mank’s way
with words, until he doesn’t.

Mankiewicz’s most devoted inter-
locutor — a fellow transplant from
New York and a first-class wit in her
own right — is Marion Davies, the
actress who is also Hearst’s longtime
romantic partner. As Davies, Amanda
Seyfried, her face ringed in blond curls
and seemingly illuminated by a private
spotlight, adds glamour, and realism
too. Davies has gotten a raw deal from
history, in part because of the cruelty
of the way she’s portrayed in “Citizen
Kane,” but Seyfried understands her as
a pragmatist, a woman who has
learned to live with the choices she has
made, aware of the compromises and
contradictions of her position.

Mank isn’t as reconciled, and his
uneasy conscience is the dramatic
engine of the story. The crucial event is
the campaign for governor of Califor-
nia in 1934. The Democratic nominee is
Upton Sinclair (Bill Nye), a writer
(most famously of “The Jungle”) and
anti-poverty crusader whose embrace
of socialism rattled many of the state’s
wealthy citizens, including Mayer,
Thalberg and Hearst.

Mank’s complicity with their efforts
to use the influence of motion pictures
to derail Sinclair’s candidacy — in spite
of his own leftist sympathies — is the
source of the writer’s vendetta against
Hearst. The “Citizen Kane” script is his
revenge. As an account of the movie’s
origin this may be arguable, but would-
be defenders of Welles’s reputation
risk missing the argument that the
Finchers, père and fils, are advancing.
Welles, who barrels into the picture

every now and then (in the person of
Tom Burke) is less Mank’s nemesis
than a kind of deus ex machina, push-
ing the narrative forward without
entirely belonging to it.

And that is because Welles’s char-
isma — his independence, his genius,
his blithe disregard for social or busi-
ness conventions — is alien to Holly-
wood as Mankiewicz (and perhaps
Fincher) knows it. Mank refers to
Welles, not entirely derisively, as “the
boy genius,” an interesting echo of
Thalberg’s sobriquet, which was “the
boy wonder.”

Thalberg, while not as vain as
Hearst or as volatile as Mayer, is Wel-
les’s true antithesis: a company man,
as passionately committed to the work-
ings of the system he helped design as
Welles is to his own creative integrity.
They are both, in their different ways,
heroic (and also tragic) figures in the
mythology of movies.

Not Mankiewicz. He is, almost as a
matter of principle, a minor player in
the Hollywood pageant. The paradoxes
of his position are the film’s real sub-
ject. He is a bleeding-heart liberal
comfortably ensconced in a fundamen-
tally conservative milieu, a court jester
whose proximity to power underscores
his impotence, a critical intellect whose
aloofness renders him ineffectual. Like
a lot of East Coast scribes (then and
still) he thinks the movies are beneath
him, even though he doesn’t mind the
money or the company. He finds it
easier to crack a joke than to take a
stand.

Neither a maverick nor a visionary,
he’s an alienated insider, a participant
observer, a kibitzer at the table where
the big guys make the big bets. Which
may just be a verbose way of saying
that he’s a writer. I’ll drink to that.

A secret origin of ‘Citizen Kane’
CRITIC’S PICK

Gary Oldman stars 
as a Hollywood hack, 
reinterpreting the legend

BY A.O. SCOTT

Gary Oldman as Herman Mankiewicz,
above and below, and Amanda Seyfried as
Marion Davies in “Mank.” Many of the
delights of the film are verbal.
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Specters of Old Hollywood speak
in salty epigrams and act out a
looping, cautionary fable of ruin
and at least partial redemption.

On her 2010 don’t-call-me-Hannah-
Montana album “Can’t Be Tamed,”
Miley Cyrus covered Poison’s 1988
power ballad “Every Rose Has Its
Thorn.” The rendition is a mess: a
“Guitar Hero”-on-medium-difficulty
solo, indiscriminate sprays of aural
glitter, drums so compressed they
sound like lasers. And yet, in such
unholy ground, an auspicious seed was
planted: Maybe Miley would sound
good singing ’80s arena rock.

A decade and many, many stylistic
detours later, Cyrus’s seventh album,
“Plastic Hearts,” arrives at the same
wise conclusion. Take one of its high-
lights: the stomping, wistful, acoustic-
guitar-driven ballad “High,” which
finds Cyrus sounding — in the very
best way — like a hung-over hair-metal
frontman suddenly unearthing a
tender side. “Sometimes I stay up all
night,” she sings, tapping into a rich
vein of melancholy, “because you don’t
ever talk to me in my dreams.”

Cyrus loves to embrace new genres,
and she rarely announces these aes-
thetic pivots with subtlety. The Dolly
Parton cameo and leather Nudie suit
she sported on the cover made it
known that “Younger Now” was her
country album; the hip-hop influenced

“Bangerz” showcased a cypher’s worth
of rappers and Cyrus’s infamous grills;
the Flaming Lips-assisted psychedelia
of “Miley Cyrus & Her Dead Petz”
began with the lyric, “Yeah, I smoke
pot/Yeah, I like peace.” And so here
comes “Plastic Hearts” with its cover
shot by Mick Rock, the photographer
known for his portraits of David Bowie,
Iggy Pop and the Ramones. Mulletted
and sneering out from her own high-
contrast photo, the 28-year-old Cyrus
all but screams, “Are you ready to
rock?!”

But this is hardly just cosplay. “Plas-
tic Hearts” is not a trendy rebranding
of Cyrus so much as a convincing
argument that she’s always been
something of an old soul. Aside from
her contemporary Dua Lipa, who
shares the sleek and fun duet “Pris-
oner,” the elder guest stars on “Plastic
Hearts” comprise an evocative ’80s-
rock mood board: Joan Jett, Billy Idol
and Stevie Nicks — plus Cyrus’s griz-
zled wail, which at times sounds like an
amalgamation of all three of them.

Cyrus’s voice has always been a
unique instrument: husky, a little
froggy and — when a song calls for
belting, like her great power ballad
“Wrecking Ball” — surprisingly
brawny. Even at 14, when she was cast
on the Disney Channel series “Hannah
Montana,” her voice seemed to carry a
pathos beyond her years. As Cyrus has
grown older and more comfortable
experimenting with her gender presen-
tation, she has seemed to revel in the
inherent, freeing androgyny of her
vocals. The buzzing low-end of “Plastic
Hearts” allows her to play around with
its guttural depths, and the industrial

churn of “Gimme What I Want” pro-
vides the song her “Black Mirror” alter
ego Ashley O dreamed of singing.

For all their power posing, though,
these songs (all with writing credits
for Cyrus) aren’t afraid of getting
vulnerable. Written in the wake of her
much-publicized 2019 split from her
now ex-husband Liam Hemsworth,
Cyrus occasionally indulges in wink-
ing, tabloid-baiting provocations
(“Maybe gettin’ married just to cause a
distraction,” she sings on the opener).
But more often these songs are self-
accepting declarations of imperfections
(“But if you’re looking for stable, that’ll
never be me/If you’re looking for
faithful, that’ll never be me”). Or, as
she puts it on “Bad Karma,” a snaking
and absorbing duet with Joan Jett,
“I’ve always picked a giver ’cause I’ve

always been the taker.”
Two live covers that recently made

the rounds online — and are affixed to
the end of the album’s digital edition —
reveal both the limitations and the
startling power of Cyrus’s voice. Her
muscular take on Blondie’s “Heart of
Glass” unfortunately blows out the
song’s nuance: Gone is the shrugging
charm of Debbie Harry’s blasé falsetto,
in favor of an all-caps, karaoke-esque
assertion that Cyrus can really sing.
Much better is her quaking, near-note-
perfect performance of the Cranber-
ries’ “Zombie,” which expresses such a
reverent understanding of the song’s
melodic leaps and emotional pull that
one doesn’t even question what the
former Hannah Montana is doing
singing a ’90s alternative-rock classic
about post-traumatic stress and dec-
ades of conflict in Northern Ireland.

But that probably hasn’t been a fair
question for a while now. In those
“Can’t Be Tamed” days when her
post-Avril, transformatively wigged
alter ego still grinned out from plastic
lunchboxes, the last guardians of rock
music’s supposed authenticity proba-
bly couldn’t think of a more obvious
enemy than Cyrus. But, as she know-
ingly puts it on the album’s closer, a
song that is far more thoughtful and
understated than its title, “Golden G
String,” suggests, “The old boys hold
all the cards and they ain’t playin’ gin.”

After years of restless reinventions,
it sounds like Cyrus has found a fitting
context, and as a bonus, rock music
has found its most earnest and high-
profile millennial ambassador. Maybe
rock’s not dead — it’s just in the capa-
ble hands of Miley Cyrus.

Miley Cyrus embraces her rock ’n’ roll heart
ALBUM REVIEW

On her seventh album,
the pop star bends ’80s
excess to her whims

BY LINDSAY ZOLADZ

VIJAT MOHINDRA

Miley Cyrus has a surprisingly brawny
voice, well suited for throwback rock in
her latest album “Plastic Hearts.”
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For the dedicated whiskey connoisseur,
getting a taste of Pappy Van Winkle’s
Family Reserve bourbon is a Tolkien-
worthy quest. With a small production
run and a lengthy 15- to 23-year aging
process that creates a limited-supply/
high-demand situation, the spirit is
decidedly elusive at its starting retail
price of about $120. Bars that stock it
can charge $75 a shot or more, and
collectors’ sites list the whiskey for
$5,000 a bottle. So, what is it about
Pappy Van Winkle?

Wright Thompson sets out to answer
that question in “Pappyland: A Story
of Family, Fine Bourbon, and the
Things That Last.” The book is a soul-

ful journey that blends together biogra-
phy, autobiography, philosophy, Ken-
tucky history, the story of bourbon’s
origins and an insider’s look at how the
Van Winkle whiskey is made and mar-
keted. The human ley-line running
through all of this is Julian P. Van
Winkle III, the grandson of Julian
“Pappy” Van Winkle Sr., who opened
the Stitzel-Weller Distillery just outside
Louisville, Ky., on Derby Day in 1935
and produced various brands until he
died in 1965.

“There was no way to separate the
bourbon’s mythology from his personal
history,” Thompson writes of Julian III.
To get the story, the author spent part
of three years following Van Winkle as
he continued the family business he
took over in 1981. Now made in part-
nership with the Buffalo Trace Dis-
tillery in Frankfort, Ky., his Pappy Van
Winkle’s Family Reserve is a grand-
son’s liquid tribute to his ancestors.
Thompson, an ESPN senior writer,
comes off as the Boswell of bourbon
country here — a keen literary observ-
er and respectful fanboy with an obvi-

ous affection for his subject, even
nicknaming him “Booze Yoda.”

“Pappyland” moves smoothly
through the family lore with the subtle
nuances of a well-aged bourbon; it has
top notes of stoicism and melancholy

and a lingering finish of pride, even
when recounting the hard times. Ev-
eryone drinks a lot of really excellent
whiskey, and Thompson admits: “To
be honest, it gets repetitive after a
while, I know. I know.” But he soldiers

on in order to thoroughly report what
goes into each coveted bottle bearing
the Van Winkle name.

Although flecked with humor and
lighthearted moments, “Pappyland”
takes a critical approach to the corn-
squeezing culture, busting up myths as
needed to reveal lesser-known tidbits,
like the fact that popular brands such
as Elijah Craig and Evan Williams
were actually created by Jewish dis-
tillers adept in marketing. Although it
sometimes feels as if Thompson goes
around the block (with a stop for pie
and coffee) with some anecdotes, his
ability to zoom in and out from the
global to the personal level puts things
in perspective, particularly with com-
plex topics like the dynamics of the
father-son relationship.

Even beyond the playlist on a honky-
tonk jukebox, the image of American
whiskey is often linked with wistful

memories and a high-lonesome longing
for the past. As the novelist Walker
Percy wrote in a 1975 essay for Es-
quire, “Bourbon does for me what the
piece of cake did for Proust.” Thomp-
son echoes this sentiment in his own
way: “Vodka is for the skinny and
Scotch is for the strivers and bourbon
is for the homesick.”

It’s no longer home to the family
business, but Pappy Van Winkle’s
original 1935 Stitzel-Weller Distillery is
still there, now owned by a multi-
national beverage company and used
as a tourist stop for the Bulleit Frontier
Whiskey brand. A plaque bearing
Pappy’s mantra remains on the
grounds: “We make fine bourbon, at a
profit if we can, at a loss if we must,
but always fine bourbon.” As “Pappy-
land” makes clear, the profit and loss
are part of life, and yes, the bourbon is
always fine.

Water of life
BOOK REVIEW

Pappyland: 
A Story of Family, Fine Bourbon,
and the Things That Last
By Wright Thompson. 246 pp. Penguin
Press. $27.

BY J. D. BIERSDORFER

J.D. Biersdorfer is the production editor
of The New York Times Book Review
and writes the Tech Tip column for The
Times.

The elusive Pappy Van Winkle bourbon,
spotted in a New York City liquor store. It
has a starting retail price of about $120.
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Over the past few weeks, I’ve gone on
a Dallas theater binge.

From Teatro Dallas I caught “Piz-
cas,” about migrant workers, as well as
the Dael Orlandersmith one-act play
“My Red Hand, My Black Hand,”
jointly presented by the Cara Mía and
Soul Rep companies.

Dallas Children’s Theater served up
a trio of Idris Goodwin plays about
race, while the youth company Cry
Havoc presented its climate change
project, called “Endlings.” And Shake-
speare Dallas packed a lot of informa-
tion into the 30-minute “Shakespeare
and the Suffragists.”

In Fort Worth I took in “The October
Playlets” at Stage West Theater; in
Irving, just outside of Dallas, I checked
out “Erma Bombeck: At Wit’s End,” a
tribute to the comic bard of middle-
class housewives.

Mind you, in real life I have never
stepped outside the Dallas-Fort Worth
airports. As with much else this pan-
demic year, my Texas theatergoing has
been virtual.

The evocative “Pizcas,” for example,
is an audio piece I listened to on
SoundCloud. The digital capture of “At
Wit’s End,” which I watched on a lap-
top, was filmed in the MainStage Irv-
ing-Las Colinas company’s empty
home at the Irving Arts Center.

Admittedly, not everything landed.
Ochre House Theater’s “Coppertone
Jones’ Amazing Traveling Side Show
Corker,” for example, looked like a
hybrid of Pee-wee Herman and the
Residents, except not as good.

Still, I was happy to check it out —
and to find out how Texans have held
their breath and dived into the new
world of Covid-era theater.

“Streaming was not something we
even dreamed of doing,” said Clayton
Cunningham, the MainStage Irving-
Las Colinas board president, still
sounding a little dazed. (He was chat-
ting via video, like everybody quoted
in this article.)

“I keep telling the staff that we’re
putting the word ‘pilot’ in front of
everything we do because we may
never do it again — or we may do it for
the rest of time,” added Todd Hawkins,
executive director of the Irving Arts
Center, whose 10 resident organiza-
tions include MainStage.

Of course, Covid-19 has exacted a
heavy financial toll: A survey by local
arts-advocacy organizations revealed
that the cultural sector had suffered
nearly $68 million in financial losses
between March 13 and July 31.

Yet months into the pandemic, the

North Texas theater community has
been displaying resourcefulness and a
spirit of collaboration. Other cultural
hubs around the country have stepped
up, of course, but Dallas has shown
particular moxie — perhaps because
theaters there struggle for recognition
even at the best of times.

Indeed, Dallas-Fort Worth is not
usually thought of as a national the-
atrical force, despite a population of
over six million people. Dallas Theater
Center — one of two Texas members of
the League of Resident Theaters, along
with Houston’s Alley Theater — is the
local powerhouse, surrounded by a
wide range of companies big and
small, professional and amateur.

But this particular ecosystem and its
local funders have provided an encour-
aging case study in how to confront an
existential threat to art and business.

Back in March, for example, Stage
West was about to open Lucy Kirk-
wood’s “The Children” (which had

played on Broadway in 2017) when it
had to close its doors; the professional
company quickly pivoted, streaming in
April a live capture of the show.

Over the next months, Stage West
introduced interactive digital parties;
presented “Everything Will Be Fine,”
from the smaller Prism Movement
Theater, at a local university; and sold
tickets to the Adirondack Theater
Festival’s “cruise in a box” event. Next
up is an original holiday show, “The
Naughty List,” presented both as an
outdoor distanced production (through
Dec. 22) and as a stream (through Dec.
31).

“We’ve been taking this opportunity
to experiment and try as many new
things as we can to keep our audience
connected,” said Dana Schultes, the
Stage West executive producer. “We’ve
invested in excellent cameras and
equipment, we have learned how to
broadcast live all of these experiences.
Those are just new tools in our go-to

tool chest and I don’t see any reason
why we shouldn’t lean into them in the
future.”

Sara Cardona, the executive artistic
director of Teatro Dallas, which fo-
cuses on international plays and the
Latino experience, was keen to hold a
physical production in the fall, but that,
too, was suddenly new territory. North
Texas arts organizations have been
more stringent than statewide man-
dates, so Cardona doubled down on
safety measures: She held the solo “A
Grave Is Given Supper” on the outdoor
plaza of the Latino Cultural Center, for
strictly distanced audiences of 24
people at a time. (A streaming version
is due Jan. 15.)

While problem-solving is rewarding,
it doesn’t necessarily fill the coffers.
“We’ve got to be able to pay for these
programs, and everything costs a lot
more than most people imagine,”
Schultes said.

A surge in local support has been

heartening, however. “The saying used
to be, ‘The refineries are in Houston,
the people who own them live in Dal-
las,’” said Terry D. Loftis, the president
and executive director of The Arts
Community Alliance, a local nonprofit
that provides grants and service pro-
grams.

The alliance’s grant cycle used to be
annual, but Loftis decided to create an
emergency fund, aiming to raise and
distribute an extra $150,000 on top of
the $400,000 it had provided in March.
He ended up raising $705,000, stream-
lining the application process so the
money could be doled out faster. The
emergency fund was eventually re-
placed with the TACA Resiliency Initia-
tive, designed to reward organizations
that innovate rather than wait for a
return to the pre-pandemic normal.

Dallas Theater Center was about to
begin performances of José Cruz
González’s “American Mariachi,” a
coproduction with Chicago’s Goodman
Theater, when the coronavirus struck.
Actors’ Equity agreed to a stream of
the show’s dress rehearsal; the theater
will soon premiere its first original, “In

the Bleak Midwinter: A Christmas
Carol for Our Time” (through Jan. 2).

Sarahbeth Grossman, a producer
there, said that streaming (which has
included educational programs) helped
to reach more diverse audiences, some
of whom then made small donations.

“We’ve also had, quite frankly, sur-
prise large donations from sponsors
and big donors,” she added. “They
said, ‘We see what you’re doing, we
appreciate that you have stayed intact
and are working with our community.’”

In September, that extra money
helped the theater put its freelance
company of actors on staff for the
season, providing 35 weeks of guaran-
teed work and health insurance if they
need it. Their duties include education
projects as teaching artists, in the
same can-do spirit that had the compa-
ny’s costume shop sew personal pro-
tective equipment and masks for local
hospitals.

“It’s sort of all hands on deck,”
Grossman said. “We’ve got the barn,
everybody, let’s put on a show!”

And audiences from all over the
country, if not the world, can watch it.

Streaming through theater in Dallas
CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK

Here’s a faraway close-up
on how one community
has stayed afloat

BY ELISABETH VINCENTELLI

BRYAN STEVENSON

KARRY LIU

At top, Stage West, a notable Fort Worth theater, hosted a drive-in production from a
smaller company at a local university. At left, an outdoor production of “The Naughty
List” at the theater. Above, Ellen Locy as the title character in “Erma Bombeck: At
Wit’s End.”

NICOLE NEELY

Elena Hurst in Teatro Dallas’s open-air
production of “A Grave Is Given Supper.”

JOSH PORTER
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MUSHROOM BREAD PUDDING
(ADAPTED FROM SUSAN SPUNGEN)
TIME: 40 MINUTES PLUS UP TO 12 HOURS SOAK-
ING, THEN BAKING
YIELD: 6 SERVINGS

1½ tablespoons unsalted butter, plus
more for pan

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil
6 ounces mixed fresh mushrooms

sliced ¼-inch thick
8 fresh sage leaves, slivered, plus

more for garnish
1 small shallot, thinly sliced

Kosher salt, plus more to taste
Ground black pepper

2 medium-size leeks, white and pale
green only, washed, halved lengthwise,
thinly sliced

3 large eggs
1½ cups whole milk

½ cup heavy cream
¼ teaspoon cayenne
½ cup shredded Gruyère cheese
8 ounces cubed bread (brioche,

challah etc.), about 5 cups
¼ cup grated Parmigiano-Reggiano

1. In a large skillet, heat 1 tablespoon
butter and the oil over medium-high heat.
Add mushrooms and cook, stirring occa-
sionally, until lightly browned. Add sage
and shallots and cook, stirring, until shallot
is translucent, 3 to 4 minutes. Season with
salt and pepper and cook, stirring, 1
minute more. Transfer to a plate.
2. Add remaining butter to the same pan
over medium heat. Add leeks, season with
salt and cook, stirring, until leeks are wilted
but not brown. Return mushroom mixture
to the pan, stir and remove pan from heat.
In a large bowl whisk eggs, milk and cream
until well-blended Add cayenne and season
well with salt and pepper. Whisk again,
then stir in Gruyère.
3. Butter bottom and sides of an 8-inch
square baking dish. Spread a thin layer of
mushroom and leek mixture on the bottom.
Add bread, then spread remaining mush-
room mixture on top. Pour egg mixture into
dish, taking care that the cheese is evenly
distributed. Press down lightly on bread to
be sure it is well-moistened. Cover and set
aside 2 hours or refrigerate, up to
overnight.
4. Allow pudding to come to room tem-
perature a good 30 minutes before baking.
Heat oven to 350 degrees. Uncover pud-
ding, press down on bread again, then dust
with Parmigiano-Reggiano. Bake 35 to 40
minutes until set and lightly browned. Let
sit a few minutes, then scatter with sage
leaves before serving.

BABKA BREAD PUDDING
TIME: 20 MINUTES PLUS UP TO 12 HOURS SOAK-
ING AND BAKING
YIELD: 6 SERVINGS

3 large eggs
⅓� cup plus 1 ½ tablespoons sugar
2 tablespoons honey
1 cup whole milk
1 cup half-and-half
1 teaspoon vanilla extract

¼ teaspoon salt
½ cup raisins (optional)
5 cups cubed babka; brioche, challah,

panettone or other bread can be used
Unsalted butter for baking dish

½ teaspoon cinnamon
Whipped cream or ice cream for

serving

1. In a large bowl whisk eggs until well
blended. Whisk in ⅓� cup sugar and honey
until dissolved. Whisk in milk, half-and-half,
vanilla and salt. Stir in raisins if using. Add
bread, pressing down on it so it sops up the
liquid.
2. Butter an 8-cup baking dish. Add bread
mixture, lightly pressing it again. Cover and
set aside 2 hours; refrigerate for a longer
time, up to overnight.
3. Allow pudding to come to room tem-
perature a good 30 minutes before baking.
Mix remaining sugar with cinnamon. Un-
cover pudding, press down on bread again,
then dust top with cinnamon-sugar. Heat
oven to 350 degrees. Bake 35 to 40 min-
utes until set and lightly browned. Let cool
about 30 minutes before serving with ice
cream or whipped cream.

Perhaps you have been baking bread for
the past many months and you have ex-
tra waiting in the freezer. Now it’s time
to add bread pudding to your repertoire.
A good bread pudding is essentially
bread and custard baked together, and it
welcomes a host of enhancements, like
the mushroom version pictured below.

A reliable basic formula for an 8-inch
square or 8-cup baking dish to serve six
is three eggs and two cups of milk,
cream or a combination. Before baking,
you’ll need at least two hours to let the
ingredients sop up the custard.

A fresh way
to repurpose
extra bread
BY FLORENCE FABRICANT

DAVID MALOSH FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES. 
FOOD STYLIST: BARRETT WASHBURNE.

Hana LaRock, a 29-year-old freelance
writer from Jersey City, N.J., and her
husband had known since the early
years of their relationship that they
would eventually marry. They were co-
habiting, sharing bank accounts and
planning their lives together. But be-
cause he felt pressure to stage the per-
fect proposal, he kept putting it off. On
their six-year anniversary, she told him,
“Let’s just do it,” and they got engaged.
No proposal was necessary.

The proposal is often deemed an es-
sential step toward marriage, having
been around since ancient Rome. But
many couples today consider it obsolete
or superfluous. Some could do without
the engagement ring as well.

“I found the whole ring thing to be
shallow and one-sided,” said Margaret
MacQuarrie, a 57-year-old marketing
and communications professional in
Nova Scotia. She decided to get married
via mutual discussion with her husband,
George Bauer, a retired marketing pro-
fessional. She also found the notion of
wearing a ring to signify that she was
“taken” sexist and old-fashioned.

Traditional heterosexual proposals,
where men do the asking and women re-
spond, strike some as inegalitarian, said
Ellen Lamont, an associate professor of
sociology at Appalachian State Univer-
sity in North Carolina. Between 2010
and 2015 she interviewed 105 people
ages 25-40 in the San Francisco Bay
Area about their relationships for her re-
cent book “The Mating Game: How
Gender Still Shapes How We Date.”

Ms. Lamont’s research found that
many people simply decided to get mar-
ried during conversations with their
partners. L.G.B.T.Q. people in particular
expressed a view of proposals as overly
gendered and preferred instead to make
marriage a joint decision. “People said,
‘I don’t want to remake heterosexual
norms within my relationship — those
norms are contrived, they are gendered,
and those are not things I want,’” she
said.

Andy Bandyopadhyay, a 31-year-old
executive for a nonprofit financial serv-
ices consultancy in New York, who iden-
tifies as a bisexual transgender man and
is married to a man, eschewed a pro-
posal and other wedding traditions. “I
didn’t see myself in the ‘bride wears a
long white wedding gown and is walked
down the aisle of a church to get mar-
ried’ narrative,” he said.

Other couples consider proposals
overly performative, which may be es-
pecially true with showy social media
proposals. The wedding planner
Samantha Bellinger in North Hero, Vt.,
says she has seen fewer proposals since
the coronavirus pandemic, and the ones
she has observed on social media are
smaller and more intimate.

Sometimes, it’s for purely logistical
reasons that marriage comes up in con-
versation before anyone even has the

chance to propose. Amanda Kedaigle, a
30-year-old scientist in Boston who
works at the Broad Institute of M.I.T.
and Harvard, began discussing mar-
riage with her now-husband, Eric
Kedaigle, a computer engineer, when
she learned she needed expensive den-
tal surgery that would be better covered
by his insurance.

“We did the math and realized we
would legitimately rather spend money
on a wedding than a surgery that would
be thousands of dollars cheaper after we
were married,” she said.

Similarly, Jedrzej Kostecki, a 42-year-
old web developer in Warsaw, and his
wife, Katarzyna Kostecka, a project
manager at a translation agency, de-
cided together to get married while she
was pregnant with their daughter so
they could raise her as a married couple.

Marriages without proposals are also
common in older or previously married
couples who may be more interested in
realistic plans than romantic gestures.
For them, said Marissa Nelson, a cou-
ples therapist in Washington., “it’s less

about the proposal and more about the
commitment and making sure someone
wants to spend their life with you.”

For Cassandra Phoenix, a 50-year-old
customer service representative for a
health care provider in Madison, Wis.,
the decision to get married for a second
time was an ongoing discussion, as she

and her husband were both ambivalent
about it. At first he was reluctant, having
been jaded from his first marriage,
which she understood, but then he
changed his mind and she agreed.

Even when a proposal takes place,
both parties often play a role in planning
it. Karen Hopper Usher, a 36-year-old
journalist in Cadillac, Mich., began talk-
ing to her partner about marriage early
on because she was getting older and
wanted to have children, and the idea of

waiting for him to propose was too
nerve-racking for her. So, they ordered a
ring together, picked a date, and started
planning the wedding before he for-
mally proposed.

Stories like Ms. Hopper Usher’s ap-
pear to be more the norm rather than
the exception. In a 2017 survey by the
wedding site The Knot, only 35 percent
of brides said their proposals were sur-
prises. And Ms. Lamont said that the 22
proposals she had analyzed for her book
were more often for show. Most married
people she spoke with, she said, had dis-
cussed marriage with their partners be-
fore the engagement, sometimes even
setting timetables and picking out rings.
Only three of the 19 married or engaged
women waited for their partners to pro-
pose without weighing in themselves,
she said. Many put pressure on their
partners, with eight of them giving ulti-
matums.

Despite the tradition of men initiating
engagements, Ms. Nelson has also
found that in heterosexual relation-
ships, it’s often women who will first

bring up marriage, then their partners
will plan proposals.

Ms. Bellinger agreed with that sce-
nario.

“The general trend is that the couple
decides that they want to get married,
and only then does one of the partners
concoct a romantic proposal plan,” she
said. “It is rarely a surprise that the pro-
posal is happening — the date and tim-
ing might be a surprise, but it is usually
expected.”

Whether there is a proposal, Ms. Nel-
son believes joint conversations about
marriage are important to ensure that
both partners’ goals for the relationship
match. If couples choose not to have a
proposal, Ms. Nelson encourages them
to find their own way to celebrate their
choice to get married.

“It doesn’t have to be a proposal, but
it’s something symbolic to affirm their
commitment to the next step and cele-
brate the love they have for each other,”
she said. “Whatever feels good to them
so that they feel valued, they feel loved,
and they feel cherished.”

Saying no to proposals
Many couples consider
fancy rituals to ‘pop the
question’ superfluous

BY SUZANNAH WEISS

HEIDI YOUNGER

Most married people discussed
marriage with their partners
before the engagement.

Since Kate Spring and her husband,
Edge Fuentes, founded Good Heart
Farmstead in Vermont in 2013, she has
cultivated not just mesclun, strawber-
ries and tomatoes, but also an abun-
dance of the patience required of a
farmer. Plant parenthood reminds us:
Living things take time. And sometimes
they have minds of their own.

As mother to Waylon, a 7-year-old son
she calls “our best crop ever,” Ms. Spring
is occasionally asked to dig down for
even more patience — as she did after
three long days of carrot harvest.
“There are those moments, like when all
those root vegetables need to be
washed,” she said, “and your child com-
mandeers the hose and washes you in-
stead.”

But there is one crop, whose time is
now, that promises near-instant gratifi-
cation, requiring little patience and ex-
hibiting blessedly minimal rebellion.

Microgreens — fully developed seed
leaves or cotyledons plus a true leaf or
two, bigger than sprouts but smaller
than baby greens — can be grown in-
doors in a small space, making them the
ideal off-season do-it-yourself project
for those who miss the vegetable garden
and its in-season flavors. By investing a
couple of weeks in each tray of tiny, leafy
greens, root vegetables or herbs, you
can enliven winter with concentrated
bursts of nutrition and taste.

Microgreens are a cusp-season crop
at Good Heart Farmstead, an L3C, or
low-profit limited-liability corporation,
which means it’s “a mix between a non-
profit and for-profit business — a for-
profit but with a social mission in the
forefront,” Ms. Spring said. “We work on
increasing food access for low-income
Vermonters,” often in collaboration with
the Northeast Organic Farming Associ-
ation of Vermont.

The small, certified-organic operation
in Worcester focuses on farm shares
subscriptions, serving up to 100 sub-
scribers in the summer season, one of
four subscription periods each year.

As the last outdoor fall greens fade,
Ms. Spring and Mr. Fuentes sow micro-
greens in greenhouse flats to add “a
nice, fresh green item in the share,” she
said, that is otherwise transitioning to
roots and other winter storage vegeta-
bles.

So order some seed, clear a space on
the kitchen counter and call the seed-
starting light into service. It’s micro-
green season.

WHY GROW MICROGREENS?
Besides the sheer awe inherent in any
version of seed-starting, there are other
motivating factors. Price, for instance.

Microgreens are what farmers refer
to as a high-value crop. In plastic gro-
cery-store clamshell boxes they may
run $2 to $3 an ounce, or $32 to $48 a
pound, “a really premium product,” Ms.
Spring said.

Microgreens are also nutrient-dense.
Researchers with the University of
Maryland College of Agriculture and
Natural Resources and the United
States Department of Agriculture evalu-
ated vitamin and carotenoid concentra-
tions in a range of varieties in a 2012 pa-
per. The findings, in brief: Microgreens
contained up to 40 times the nutrients of
the plants’ mature leaves.

And oh, the flavor. Yes, they brighten
up salads and sandwiches, but cilantro
microgreens on top of black bean and
sweet potato tacos, anyone? They’re
highly recommended by the Spring-
Fuentes household, where there are al-
ways basil microgreens as well, for
punching up the summery quotient of
red sauce frozen at peak tomato har-
vest.

START WITH THESE VARIETIES
The diversity of organic microgreen
seed offerings in catalogs like Johnny’s
Selected Seeds and High Mowing Or-
ganic Seeds can be intimidating. Start
with something in the mustard family
(Brassicaceae) that promises a quick
payoff, Ms. Spring suggested, like
radish, arugula or mizuna (a mild-fla-
vored mustard).

“Our favorites are basil, cilantro, Red
Russian kale and the arugula and
mizuna,” Ms. Spring said.

Broccoli and chard are popular, too.
Catalogs also offer mixes — like a spicy
one of various mustards, selected to ger-
minate and mature on a similar time-
line.

GATHER THE GEAR YOU’LL NEED
Yes, you can upcycle a cardboard egg
carton or plastic sushi container into
seed-sowing service, and maybe that’s a
good place to begin. But once you’re
hooked, a couple of standard nursery
flats with drainage holes, called 1020
flats, with trays that fit beneath, will op-
timize the process. (In the meantime, a
plastic boot tray or a rimmed baking
sheet could be called into action under
ad hoc seedling trays.)

You’ll also need:
• A spray bottle for watering (recom-
mended: a one-hand pressure sprayer
like the Solo 418)

• A germination dome to fit your flats, or
paper towels
• A bag of seed-starting mix and a mois-
ture-proof tub or other container to
stash it in (after each harvest, the soil
can be composted, and once the plant
matter breaks down, reused two or
three times)
• A grow light with T5 high-output fluo-
rescent tubes on an adjustable stand
(microgreens grow faster and stronger
with a good overhead light than they will
on a windowsill)
• A fan
• And, of course, seeds

STEP-BY-STEP INSTRUCTIONS
There is no one-size-fits-all growing
method. “It takes some guesswork and
practice, so go into it with a trial mind,”
Ms. Spring said.

Experimenting with varieties, sowing
density and harvest timing — an extra
day or two, a half-inch taller than the last
batch? — will reveal what works for you.

The key is taking notes and research-
ing the catalog websites, where the
“number of days to first true leaf” will
indicate how fast one variety will grow
relative to another. That is especially im-
portant if you want to grow partial flats
of two things. A good match for a uni-
form harvest pairs crops with similar
days to maturity — like broccoli and Red
Russian kale (both 10 to 15 days to true
leaf) or basil and cilantro (16 to 25 days).

Start with the right location: 65 to 70
degrees Fahrenheit, not adjacent to a
heater or a drafty window. Moisten a
supply of potting soil, either in its plastic
bag or in a waterproof tub, by adding a
small amount of water and mixing it
with your hands or a trowel. Squeeze a
fistful; it should be moist enough to hold
its shape, but not so wet that water drips
out.

Then line your tray with an inch or so
of soil, tamped down so it’s compact,
with an even surface. This will help en-
sure that seeds have equal soil contact
for even germination.

To sow the seeds, scatter them thickly,
according to the packet directions, aim-
ing for 10 to 12 seeds per square inch for
small seeds like basil, mizuna or kale
and six to eight seeds for larger ones like
beets or chard. Gently press them into
the soil.

Lightly water the seeds with a mister
or spray bottle.

Cover the tray with a germination
dome or a damp paper towel. (If you use
a paper towel, mist it daily so it stays
moist during germination.) No supple-
mental light is needed yet.

As soon as the seeds germinate, usu-
ally in about three to five days, remove
the dome or towel and place the uncov-
ered tray under grow lights for 16 hours
a day. Water as needed to keep the soil
moist but not waterlogged.

Microgreens are harvested around
the time the first true leaf appears — the
one that resembles an older version of
the plant, often between one and two
inches tall. Use sharp scissors or a har-
vest knife. Eat immediately or refriger-
ate for two to three days.

Tiny but tasty and ready in weeks
BY MARGARET ROACH

Above, arugula microgreens offer a quick payoff.
KATE SPRING
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