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A Sense of Purpose in Scary Times 

In Chaos, Authoritarians Face a Slippery Foe

Faithful Look for Signs in Crisis

By DECLAN WALSH

CAIRO — When the virus hit, 
the strongmen hit back as they 
know best.

For Egypt’s president, Ab-
del Fattah el-Sisi, that meant 
deploying chemical warfare 
troops in protective suits, 
armed with disinfectant, to the 

streets of Cairo, in a display of 
military muscle projected via 
social media.

Russia’s leader, Vladimir V. 
Putin, donned the plastic suit 
himself, in canary yellow, for 
a visit to a Moscow hospital 
for coronavirus patients. Then 
he dispatched to Italy 15 mili-

tary planes filled with medical 
supplies and emblazoned with 
the slogan “From Russia with 
Love.”

President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan of Turkey, a prodigious 
jailer of journalists, locked up 
reporters who criticized his 
early efforts to counter the vi-

rus, then sent a voice message 
to the phone of every citizen 
over 50, stressing that he had 
everything under control.

And in Turkmenistan, where 
not a single infection has been 
officially reported, the pres-

By ELIZABETH DIAS

Shamain Webster, who lives in 
Texas, has seen the signs of a com-
ing apocalypse for a while now, just 
as the Bible foretold.

Kingdom would rise against 
kingdom, Jesus taught his disciples 
in the Book of Luke. Ms. Webster 
sees widespread political division 

in America. There will be fearful 
events, and great signs from heav-
en, he said. She sees biblical values 
slipping away. A government not 
acting in the people’s best interest. 
And now this — a pandemic.

But Ms. Webster, 42 and an evan-
gelical Christian, is unafraid. She 
has been listening online to one of 

her favorite preachers, who has 
called the coronavirus pandemic a 
“divine reset.”

“These kinds of moments real-
ly get you to re-evaluate every-
thing,” she said. As everyone goes 
through a period of isolation, she 
added, God is using it for good, “to 
teach us and train us on how to live 

life better.”
For people of many faiths, and 

even none at all, it can feel lately 
like the end of the world is near. Not 
only is there a plague, but hundreds 
of billions of locusts are swarming 
East Africa. Wildfires have rav-

In the epicenter of the pan-
demic in the United States, 
a new cooperative spirit has 
flourished. New Yorkers are 
volunteering to pick up gro-

ceries for 
elderly 
neighbors, 
queuing 
up outside 
stores in 
the ap-
propriate 
manner, 
and swerv-

ing on sidewalks to respect 
social distancing.

But New Yorkers do not 
seem to be as confident in their 
voices as Italians; they are 
not singing from their balco-
nies. Many do gather at their 
windows each evening at 7 to 
cheer the city’s health care 
workers, and the applause has 
grown louder as the city may 

be approaching its peak in 
coronavirus cases.

There is no shortage of art-
ists who have taken their acts 
online to help fight the bore-
dom of the pandemic. 

D.J. D-Nice built quite a 
following with a dance party 
on his Instagram live feed 
called “ClubQuarantine,” 
which ran for 13 days straight 
and streamed some 65 hours 
before it took a break in early 
April. It peaked at 160,000 si-
multaneous listeners. 

Since D.J. D-Nice (real 
name: Derrick Jones) started 
in mid-March, the “guest list” 
has included celebrities like 
Jennifer Lopez, Drake, Nao-
mi Campbell, Rihanna and 
D.J. Khaled. Even Michelle 
Obama, Bernie Sanders and 
Joe Biden checked in.

After all the cancellations 
of concerts and shows, Mr. 
Jones, 49, said he had missed 
the energy he gets from 
crowds. “Sitting at home 

during this quarantine, I start-
ed to feel empty,” he told The 
Times. “There is nothing like 
playing the music and feeling 
the music.”

Apparently, the pandemic 
has awakened the desire to 
dance — as well as other urg-
es.

When Kate Morgan saw 
empty supermarket shelves, 
she thought of her Italian 
grandmother, who always 
served too much food and 
“counted wealth in jars of pick-
led vegetables and preserved 
fruit, an ever-renewing stock-
pile that meant everything 
might go to hell, but at least we 
could eat.”

She remembers going to her 
grandmother’s house in New 
Jersey with her cousins at the 
end of the summer to help her 
preserve the season’s bounty, 
including freezing sweet corn 
and blueberries, canning 
peaches, pickling cucumbers 
and eggplants, and filling jars 
with tomato sauce.

Ms. Morgan had the urge to 
start a garden. She got seeds 
and planted cabbages, cau-
liflower, snap peas and bush 
beans. In May, she plans to put 
tomato plants in the ground. 

She isn’t the only one feeling 
the agricultural calling. But 
when Kendra Louise-Pierre 
went online to look for seeds, 
she hit a wall.

“I searched for seeds to 
grow beautifully swirled red 
and white Chioggia beets, 
fiery peppers and enough 
basil to start my own pesto 
company,” she wrote in The 
Times. “Website after website 
warned that my vegetative 

dreams may be delayed.”
Mike Dunton, the founder of 

The Victory Seed Company, 
told her by email, “It feels like 
we are selling toilet paper.” 

Even those without outdoor 
space are thinking of growing 
their own food.

“It’s been crazy, the amount 
of uptick we’ve seen in the past 
two weeks,” Bryce Nagels, 
the founder of Nutritower, a 
hydroponic gardening com-
pany, told The Times in late 
March. His company’s system 
can grow about a three-meter-
square garden.

Surely there is an atavistic 
pleasure about working in the 
dirt, a promise of food to come 
and faith in better days ahead.

“With every step, my anxi-
ety dissipated, and I felt more 
prepared, and full of purpose,” 
Ms. Morgan wrote. “Every 
seed I pressed into the soil felt 
like an investment in a secure 
future.”

TOM BRADY
For comments, write to 
nytweekly@nytimes.com.
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Fos-sur-Mer is home to nearly 200 factories and 
plants. Residents say the pollution has sickened them. 

French Region Fights 
Polluters in Court

Himalayas Warm. Nepalis Flee.

More Guns in Brazil Under Bolsonaro’s Tenure
By LETÍCIA CASADO  

and ERNESTO LONDOÑO

BRASÍLIA — President Jair 
Bolsonaro has galvanized gun 
culture in Brazil.

His trademark campaign 
sign was a hand folded into the 
shape of a gun. One of his first 
moves in office was to ease 
gun ownership rules. His three 
oldest sons, politicians them-
selves, have been fierce propo-
nents of expanding gun owner-
ship through policy proposals 
and social media posts.

With their actions, Mr. 
Bolsonaro and his sons have  
done more than make it easier 
for Brazilians to legally get a 
gun. They have fueled a polit-
ical and cultural debate over 
guns that was new to Brazil, 
but that in many ways mirrors 
the discussion in the United 
States, where critics say more 
guns mean more deaths and 
supporters say guns are nec-
essary for self-defense. “With 
disarmament laws, who gives 
up access to firearms, the de-
cent citizen who only wants to 
protect himself, or the crimi-
nal, who by definition doesn’t 
follow laws?” Mr. Bolsonaro 
wrote on Twitter. “The right to 
legitimate self-defense cannot 
continue to be violated!”

In Brazil, a country of more 

than 209 million that has one 
of the highest homicide rates 
in the world. The gun rights 
movement has long been on 
the losing side of policy de-
bates.

About two in three Brazil-
ians are opposed to gun own-
ership, and an even greater 
portion of the population is 
against making it easier to get 
a gun permit, according to a 
2019 survey.

But attitudes may be chang-
ing under Mr. Bolsonaro. Since 
he eased gun ownership rules 
in his first weeks in office, the 
number of applications for per-
mits has gone up sharply.

“In the long run, this could be 
disastrous,” said Natália Pol-
lachi of Sou da Paz Institute, a 
public policy group that sup-
ports stringent gun laws.

During Mr. Bolsonaro’s first 
year in office, the government 
issued more than 200,000 li-
censes to gun owners. The 
federal police, which issues 
licenses for self-defense, ap-
proved 54,300 permits in 2019, 
a 98 percent increase from the 
previous year. The army, which 
grants permits to hunters and 
collectors, issued more than 
147,800 new licenses in 2019, a 
68 percent increase.

The flood of new guns in Bra-

zilian homes stands to make 
domestic violence more lethal, 
turn ordinary confrontations 
fatal and turbocharge a black 
market that is already thriv-
ing, Ms. Pollachi warned.

Congress is considering bills 
that would further ease regula-
tions. And the most high-pro-
file champions of the gun rights 
movement are the president’s 
three older sons.

Eduardo Bolsonaro, a mem-
ber of Congress and one of his 
father’s most visible surro-
gates, has spoken admiringly 
of constitutional gun rights 
in the United States. He has 
lobbied to make the Brazilian 
market more attractive to for-

eign arms mak-
ers, which he says 
would lower prices.

Powerful drug 
trafficking cartels 
have long flouted 
gun regulations by 
smuggling weap-
ons, mainly across 
the porous border 

with Paraguay. Gang mem-
bers openly carry handguns 
and powerful rifles in several 
districts of Rio de Janeiro, São 
Paulo and other cities.

As Mr. Bolsonaro set in mo-
tion his presidential bid, Bra-
zil had more than 63,800 ho-
micides, a record high, and it 
led the world in the number of 
deaths caused by firearms.

Mr. Bolsonaro, a far-right 
former Army captain, prom-
ised to make it easier for civil-
ians to get weapons.

“All good-for-nothings are 
armed!” he exclaimed during 
a television interview in 2018, 
when he was campaigning. 
“Only decent citizens are not.”

The president’s near fatal 
stabbing at a rally before the 
election gave a new sense of 
urgency to Mr. Bolsonaro’s 
contention that “good citizens” 
needed to be armed to protect 
themselves from “criminals.”

The executive decree Mr. 
Bolsonaro signed two weeks 
after taking office relaxed the 
licensing process by making 
it easier to meet the require-
ments for gun ownership. 

The decree extended per-
mits from five to 10 years, 
and increased the amount of 
ammunition that can be pur-
chased at once, and the num-
ber of weapons an individual 
can own. It also allowed for the 
sale of higher caliber weapons.

Getting permission to buy 
a gun in Brazil still requires a 
lengthy process — including a 
mental health assessment and 
a background check — that can 
drag on for months. But shoot-
ing ranges and gun stores have 
seen an increase in business.

Lilia Melo, a high school 
teacher, said the new rules 
would lead to more weapons 
in the black market, which can 
only lead to more violence.

“Weapons don’t bring us 
safety,” she said. “These con-
flicts end up depriving us of our 
right to be on the streets.”

Factories are 
blamed for higher 
cancer rates.

By BHADRA SHARMA  
and KAI SCHULTZ

DHYE, Nepal — High in the 
Himalayas, on a rugged pla-
teau dotted with empty huts, 
an exodus has begun.

In the village of Dhye, crops 
are dead stalks. Water is 
scarce. The only school closed 
a few years ago. With dwin-
dling food, most families have 
packed their belongings and 
left, driven out by a man-made 
enemy. They are Nepal’s cli-
mate-change migrants, and 
there will be more.

“I love this village,” said So-
nam Chhiring Gurung, 76, “but 
I can’t survive here much lon-
ger.”

Climate change is remaking 
the Himalayan region, putting 
at risk millions who depend 
on its water resources and 
pushing mountain dwellers in 
northern Nepal, home to the 
world’s highest peaks, to build 
new settlements farther down. 

Land once used for growing 
vegetables has become barren. 
Yak herders say they are strug-
gling to find grazing patches.

In a country where 70 per-
cent of people work in agri-
culture, an acceleration in ex-
treme weather may “reverse 
and undermine decades of 
development gains and poten-
tially undermine all our efforts 
to eradicate poverty,” said 
Ayshanie Medagangoda-Labé, 
an official with the United Na-
tions Development Program.

“Nepal is ground zero for the 
impacts of climate change,” 
she said. “As a country with 
one of the most fragile ecosys-
tems — the Himalayas — and 
an economy that is heavily reli-
ant on favorable climate condi-
tions, Nepal is probably one of 
the most exposed.”

The number of climate 
change migrants in Nepal’s 
Himalayas is unknown, though 
local officials estimate it to be 
in the thousands. Min Baha-
dur Shahi, a government offi-
cial, said officials planned to 
track the impact of warming 
temperatures for the first time 
through a census.

“Our first priority should be 
helping those displaced from 
the climate crisis,” he said.

Take the case of Dhye, in the 
remote Mustang region of Ne-
pal, about 3,650 meters above 
sea level. More than a decade 
ago, the village’s families gath-
ered to ponder a heavy ques-
tion: Should they stay? By the 
end of the meeting, 17 of 26 fam-
ilies, about 90 people, vowed to 
leave.

“I couldn’t stay,” 
said Tsering Lam-
ke Gurung, 54, a 
village leader and 
father of eight, four 
of whom have died. 
“My children and 
I were not able to 
survive from crop 
failure.”

The migrants 
strapped bundles of food and 
clothing to their backs and 
hiked nearly a kilometer down 
to the banks of a still-flowing 
stream. They called their new 
community Dhye Khola.

But the settlement process 
was fraught, illustrating the 
challenges migrants face in 
procuring resources for vil-
lages where residents have no 
legal right to the land.

Mr. Gurung said he ap-
proached a former prime min-
ister of Nepal for guidance 
and aid. He met lawmakers 
and representatives from for-
eign embassies. “They didn’t 
support us,” Mr. Gurung said. 
“They wouldn’t help us get a 
land ownership certificate.”

“To those who say climate 
change is fake and criticize us 
for occupying public land, I ask 
them to come visit our village,” 
he added. 

Some wondered how long it 
would take before their next 
move. 

Tsering Bitik Gurung, 52, a 
farm laborer, said the stress 
was getting to her.

Ms. Gurung, who is not re-
lated to Mr. Gurung, agonized 
over the recent death of her 
husband and her diminishing 
money. The well near her home 
has gone dry. She cursed local 
police officers who prevented 
her from selling wild herbs in 
one of the bigger cities — retri-
bution, she said, for villagers’ 
persistent efforts to get Dhye 
Khola recognized.

Sitting next to her stove, Ms. 
Gurung sighed. The apple or-
chards are bountiful for now, 
she said, but “our future is 
dark.”

By ADAM NOSSITER

FOS-SUR-MER, France 
— The line of giant chimneys 
stretches to the horizon in 
one of the most polluted in-
dustrial zones in Europe.

For years, the inhabitants 
of Fos-sur-Mer accepted 
their illnesses — for example, 
a cancer rate that is double 
the national average — in ex-
change for jobs in the nearly 
200 factories, warehouses, 
gas terminals and industrial 
sheds that surround them.

But enough got to be 
enough. Citizens in this cor-
ner of the Mediterranean, 
just west of Marseille, took 
their fight to a place rarely 
used in France to resolve 
such disputes: the country’s 
justice system.

They have banded togeth-
er to file a criminal complaint 
accusing the steel, oil and 
petrochemical companies in 
the area of putting their lives 
at risk. It is a first in France: 
citizens taking on a region’s 
industry in court, and threat-
ening criminal sanctions.

Sylvie Anane, who lives 
within breathing distance 
of the plants, has suffered 
debilitating illnesses: heart 
problems requiring a stent, 
ovarian cancer, diabetes, 
thyroid cancer, breast cancer 
and two heart attacks. “For 
a long time, nobody talked 
about the pollution,” said 
Ms. Anane, one of those who 
brought the complaint. “It 
was a bit of a taboo. The idea 
was that it gave us work.”

The citizens have taken on 
not just the government, but 
an entire industrial basin: 
all of the Marseille area’s 
heavy industry, which to-
gether pumps out one-fifth 
of France’s fine particles and 
a quarter of its heavy metals 
emissions. Nearly 20 percent 
of France’s factories classi-
fied as high risk are clustered 
in Fos-sur-Mer.

In May 2010, a local rep-
resentative of France’s gov-
ernment noted “numerous 
uncontrolled atmospheric 
emissions” at an ArcelorMit-
tal steel plant in the area, ac-
cording to the complaint. The 
official “failed to issue any 
warnings,” the criminal com-
plaint says. ArcelorMittal  

did not comment.
Four companies, includ-

ing ArcelorMittal and a fuel 
refinery belonging to Esso, 
part of Exxon Mobil, have al-
so been targeted in a lawsuit.

Exxon Mobil has described 
the Esso refinery as a “re-
sponsible actor” in regards 
to the environment. Arcelor-
Mittal, a steel-making giant, 
has argued that it has spent 
tens of millions of euros on 
pollution-reducing equip-
ment. Activists say the effort 
was not enough.

“They trusted these com-
panies,” said Julie Andreu, 
the lawyer who filed the com-
plaint last fall. “They made 
the people rich. And then, 
little by little, the pathologies 
developed.”

Health care professionals 
say the number of cancer cas-
es is well above normal. In her 
neighborhood of 62 homes, 

there have been cancer vic-
tims in 22 of them, said Jackie 
Huriaux, a retired nurse. 

The citizens know that the 
factories are an essential 
part of the area’s economic 
life and that the air quality 
will never be perfect. But it 
could be better, they’re sure, 
if the plants adopted more 
pollution-reducing methods.

“We need the jobs,” Ms. 
Anane said. “But we need to 
be healthy to work.”

That conundrum is not lost 
on the crowd at the Bar du 
Commerce in the center of 
Fos. The customers who gath-
ered there on a recent eve-
ning, before the coronavirus 
shut down social life, had just 
come from the industrial zone.

“Sure, we’re for these law-
suits,” said Bruno Thieulent, a 
dockworker. “But then, you’ve 
got to think about the work. If 
there’s no pollution, there’s no 
work. Besides, we’ve always 
lived with it. It’s just been part 
of our lives, that’s all.”

VICTOR MORIYAMA FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Land in the Himalayas has dried up. Many families have left the village of Dhye. 
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Brazil has one 
of the world’s 
highest homicide 
rates. A São 
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club.
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China Claims 
The Fisheries  
Of Indonesia

By HANNAH BEECH  
and MUKTITA SUHARTONO

NATUNA ISLANDS, Indo-
nesia — Dedi knows where 
the fish run strongest in Indo-
nesian waters off the Natuna 
islands. The Chinese know, 
too. Backed by armed Chinese 
Coast Guard ships, Chinese 
fishing fleets have been raiding 
waters of the South China Sea 
that are internationally recog-
nized as Indonesia’s to fish.

While Mr. Dedi fishes the 
traditional way, with nets and 
lines, the Chinese trawlers 
scrape the bottom of the sea, 
destroying other marine life. 
So not only does the Chinese 
trawling breach maritime bor-
ders, it also leaves a lifeless 
seascape in its wake. “They 
come into our waters and kill 
everything,” said Mr. Dedi, 
who like many Indonesians 
goes by a single name. “I don’t 
understand why our govern-
ment doesn’t protect us.”

Wary of offending Indone-
sia’s largest trading partner, 

Indonesian officials have 
played down incursions by Chi-
nese fishing boats. 

China’s illegal fishing near 
the Natunas reminds regional 
governments of Beijing’s ex-
panding claims to a waterway 
through which one-third of the 
world’s maritime trade flows.

Multiple agencies are re-
sponsible for protecting the 
seas: the navy, the coast 
guard, the marine police 
and the fisheries ministry, to 
name a few. “There is a lack of 
a single coherent lead agency 
or a single coherent policy for 
maritime security,” said Evan 
Laksmana, a senior research-
er at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies in 
Jakarta, Indonesia’s capital. 
“The Chinese can take advan-
tage of that.”

While Beijing recognizes 
Indonesian sovereignty over 
the Natunas themselves, the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry de-
scribes the sea as China’s “tra-
ditional fishing grounds.” In 

2016, an international tribunal 
dismissed China’s claim as le-
gally baseless. But Beijing con-
tinued turning contested atolls 
and islets into military bases 
from which to project its power 
across the South China Sea.

“Little by little, I think the 
Chinese will take the Indone-
sian sea, the Philippine Sea, the 

Vietnamese sea,” said Wan-
darman, a local fisherman. 

During President Joko Wido-
do of Indonesia’s first term, his 
fisheries minister, Susi Pud-
jiastuti, stood up to countries 
illegally operating in Indone-
sian waters. Ms. Susi ordered 
the seizure of foreign boats. 
She had dozens blown up. The 

Chinese boats stopped intrud-
ing in large numbers, fishers in 
the Natunas said. 

But Ms. Susi’s stance irked 
others in government. When 
Mr. Joko chose his ministers 
for his second term last Octo-
ber, Ms. Susi was replaced.

In the Natunas, the change 
was almost immediate, fishers 
said. “The Chinese boats came 
back,” Mr. Dedi said.

Mr. Wandarman said that 
because of the profusion of for-
eign boats in recent months, 
his catch had declined by half.

“Our boats are small and 
wooden, and the Chinese Coast 
Guard is armed and modern,” 
he said. “My fear out there is 
bigger than the sea is big.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ADAM DEAN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Ocean-dragging 
trawlers crowd out 
wooden boats.

Indonesian fishermen say they have seen their 
catches dwindle since Chinese fishing boats 
have been encroaching into Indonesian waters 
around the Natuna islands.
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By SIMON ROMERO

AJO, Arizona — Motels, mo-
bile home camps and Airbnbs 
in this small Arizona border 
town are full. Work crews 
stream into eateries for take-
out orders. License plates 
on trucks parked outside the 
laundromat come from as far 
away as Alaska.

Some American states have 
cut back on construction to 
curb the spread of the corona-
virus, and hotels and restau-
rants in many cities have 
closed. But in Arizona, the fed-
eral government is embarking 
on a new phase of border wall 
construction.

The Trump administration 
contends that the wall will 
help prevent the spread of the 
virus into the United States 
from Mexico, though epidemi-
ologists disagree.

The construction is raising 
fears among residents of Ajo 
and nearby communities that 
the influx of workers increas-
es their risk of exposure. Some 
disease specialists in Arizona 
are warning that workers 
clustered in tight quarters 
could spread the virus around 
the country when they return 
to their families.

“This administration’s pri-
ority is to get the wall done. 
The rest of us might as well 
be damned,” said Maria Sin-
gleton, 57, an Ajo resident who 
has documented in Facebook 
posts how wall construction 

is affecting the town — with 
traffic, noise, dust and, now, 
worries about getting sick.

Governor Doug Ducey of 
Arizona, a Republican, waited 
until the end of March to issue 
a directive preventing peo-
ple from leaving their homes 
except for food, medicine, 
exercise and other “essential 
activities.” He is allowing 
businesses to remain open if 
they are considered essential, 
which in Arizona includes golf 
courses, nail salons and pawn 
shops. Across the state, at 
least 20 people are known to 

have died from Covid-19 and 
more than 1,100 have tested 
positive.

The new wall construction 
in Arizona is part of a wider 
plan to expand fencing along 
the 1,800-kilometer border, 
a signature goal of President 
Donald J. Trump. The Depart-
ment of Homeland Security 
announced plans this month 
to build or replace more than 
140 kilometers of barriers 
along the border between Ari-
zona and Mexico. 

In recent days, New York, 
Washington State, Massachu-
setts and Pennsylvania have 
all put limits on nonessential 
construction. 

Ajo, a haven for artists that 
draws part-time residents in 
the winter from around the 
United States, is ill-prepared 
for an outbreak. The hospital, 
founded when Ajo was a cop-
per mining town, lies aban-
doned; a small clinic provides 
basic care. Many residents 
are older and especially vul-
nerable.

While bars are closed and 
restaurants are only provid-
ing takeout, it remains hard 
to get a hotel room in the town. 
Workers unable to stay in ho-
tels or RV parks are packed 
into rented houses.

“Put the wall on pause im-
mediately, that’s my advice,” 
said Kacey Ernst, an epide-
miologist at the University of 
Arizona. “These workers are 
potentially amplifying the vi-
rus around the country when 

they return home. This needs 
to stop.”

So far, there appears to 
be no plan to slow down con-
struction. Raini Brunson, a 
spokeswoman for the U.S. Ar-
my Corps of Engineers, said 
it was following guidelines to 
determine how best to pro-
ceed with the work. 

Leaders in Mexico are con-
cerned about the widening 
outbreak in the United States. 
Governors in northern Mexi-
co have urged more to be done 
to stop people from crossing 
into Mexico from the United 
States.

Yet some in Ajo are not at all 
perturbed about the pace of 
border wall construction.

“The wall is a blessing,” said 
Zakir Shah, 47, a Pakistani im-
migrant who owns La Siesta 
Motel & RV Resort, which is 
nearly at capacity thanks to 
the influx of workers. “Busi-
ness is getting stronger for me 
now. There’s no need to shut 
this down.”

Outbreak Won’t Halt
Work on Border Wall

ADRIANA ZEHBRAUSKAS FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Workers on the barrier in Ajo live in close quarters.

Construction work 
brings traffic and 
fears of infection.

This article is by Mujib 
Mashal, Asadullah Timory 
and Najim Rahim.

KABUL, Afghanistan — 
Around the time his home-
town turned into the epicenter 
of coronavirus in Afghanistan 
and the government began a 
lockdown, Mohamed Kareem 
Tawain, an 80-year-old den-
tist in the city of Herat, had 
a dream one night: He took 
some money from his wife 
to distribute for charity, but 
found no one on the streets to 
give it to.

“When I came to the clinic 
the next morning and inter-
preted my dream, I knew it had 
a direct connection to the coro-
navirus,” Mr. Tawain said. “I 
decided I would waive the rent 
for the 10 shops I own,” which 
comes to about $6,000.

The virus is spreading 
across Afghanistan at a time 
when the country is grappling 
with a raging war with the 
Taliban, an election dispute 
that has split the government 
and brought a $1 billion aid re-
duction from the United States 
as punishment, and a dire 
economy with half the popula-
tion impoverished.

In such a moment of need, 
ordinary Afghans have 
stepped up to share the little 
that they have, tapping into a 
culture of generosity, volun-
teerism and care within the 
community that many feared 
had been eroded by decades 
of war, greed and corruption.

Across Afghanistan, land-

lords have waived rent. Tai-
lors have handed out thou-
sands of homemade face 
masks. Youth groups and 
athletes have delivered food 
to hospitals and destitute 
families. Wedding halls and 
schools have volunteered to 
be turned into hospitals.

In Kunduz, a city overrun 
by the Taliban twice in recent 
years, dozens of shopkeepers 
have pitched in with the little 
they could afford: setting up 
wash basins and soap so pass-
ers-by can disinfect.

“As soon as the lockdown 
began, the owner of the busi-
ness center called me and 
asked me to share with all 
the tenants that the rent is 
waived,” said Jamshed Kun-
dali, who runs a small radio 

station. “The owner said not 
only is the rent forgiven for 
this month, but even until the 
end of the year if the situation 
continues like this. He didn’t 
ask for anything in return.”

The widespread poverty 
interferes with even basic ef-
forts to tackle the spread of the 
virus. As many people rely on 
daily wages to feed their fam-
ilies, locking down cities and 
closing markets pushes them 
to another threat — hunger.

The governor of Faryab 

Province, Naqibullah Faiq, 
said that many men have 
refused to go to hospitals 
because they believed their 
families depended on them 
for survival. So he has tried 
to break down that resistance 
by giving their families basic 
food packages.

Mr. Faiq forced one man to 
go to the hospital. “He escaped 
from the ambulance twice and 
once from the police,” he said.

Going to the family’s home, 
Mr. Faiq found the man’s 
mother, who said her son was 
the only one who had work. 
“So we gave them a sack of 
flour, a sack of rice, two kilos 
of sugar, five kilos of beans,” 
he said. “Then he happily 
came to the hospital to be 
quarantined.”

Afghan Crisis, Met With Kindness

JIM HUYLEBROEK FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

As Covid-19 spreads in Afghanistan, activists handed out masks, gloves and hand sanitizer in Kabul last month.

Mohamed Kareem Tawain, 80, a dentist in Herat, said he waived the rent on 10 shops 
that he owns. Ordinary Afghans have shown compassion during the pandemic.

Bringing food to 
the poor and soap 
to passers-by.

By APOORVA MANDAVILLI

As the number of people in-
fected with the coronavirus 
soars, scientists are facing a 
pressing question: Do people 
who survive the infection be-
come immune to the virus?

The answer is a qualified 
yes, with some unknowns. 
People who are confirmed to 
be immune could help shore up 
the work force until a vaccine 
becomes available. In partic-
ular, health care workers who 
are immune could continue to 
care for the severely ill. Grow-
ing immunity in the commu-
nity also is how the epidemic 
ends: With fewer people to 
infect, the virus will lose its 
toehold and even the most vul-
nerable become more insulat-
ed from the threat.

The body’s first line of de-
fense against an infectious 
virus is an antibody, immu-
noglobulin M, whose job is to 
alert the rest of the immune 
system to intruders. Days into 
an infection, the immune sys-
tem refines this antibody into 
a second, immunoglobulin G, 
designed to recognize and neu-
tralize a specific virus. Some 
people make powerful neutral-
izing antibodies while others 
mount a milder response.

The antibodies generated in 
response to some viruses — po-
lio or measles, for example — 
bestow a lifetime of immunity. 
But antibodies to the coronavi-
ruses that cause the common 
cold persist for just one to three 
years — and that may be true 
of their new cousin as well. A 
study in macaques infected 
with the new coronavirus sug-
gested that once infected, the 
monkeys produce neutralizing 
antibodies and resist further 

infection. But it is unclear how 
long they remain immune.

Still, even if antibody pro-
tection were short-lasting and 
people became reinfected, the 
second bout with the coronavi-
rus would likely be much mild-
er than the first, said Florian 
Krammer, a microbiologist at 
the Icahn School of Medicine at 
Mount Sinai in New York. After 
the body stops producing neu-
tralizing antibodies, immune 
memory cells can reactivate a 
response effectively, he noted.

Dr. Marion Koopmans, a vi-
rologist at Erasmus University 
in Rotterdam, and her team 
are screening blood samples 
from people who were infected 
with one of four coronaviruses 
known to cause the common 
cold. If those samples show 
some immune response to the 
new coronavirus, she said, it 
might explain why some peo-
ple have only mild symptoms.

The quickest way to assess 
immunity is a blood test that 
looks for protective antibodies. 
Tests are used in Singapore, 
China and a few other coun-
tries. But they are just coming 
to market in much of the West.

Tests like these may not be 
of much use for diagnosis of 
coronavirus infection because 
of the time it takes for the body 
to begin producing antibodies.

But finding people with pow-
erful antibody responses might 
point to new treatments. 

Essentially, antibodies ex-
tracted from the blood plas-
ma of recovered patients are 
injected into those who are ill. 
Several teams have been work-
ing on this, following early re-
ports from China of success. 

This approach is actually 
“something very old-fash-
ioned,” Dr. Krammer said. It 
was used to save American 
soldiers infected with the hem-
orrhagic Hantaan virus during 
the Korean War, and people in 
Argentina infected with the 
hemorrhagic Junin virus. 

But before it can be put into 
wide use, scientists must work 
out safety issues, such as en-
suring that the plasma is free 
of other viruses and toxins. 

You Had 
Covid-19. 
Will It 
Return?

CHRIS CARLSON/ASSOCIATED PRESS

The blood of recovered 
coronavirus patients may 
help in treating others.
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aged Australia, killing an un-
told number of animals. A re-
cent earthquake in Utah even 
shook the Salt Lake Temple to 
the top of its iconic spire, caus-
ing the golden trumpet to fall 
from the angel Moroni’s right 
hand.

But the story of apocalypse 
is one of the oldest humans 
tell. In ancient religious tradi-
tions beyond Christianity — 
including Judaism, Islam and 
Buddhism — it is a common 
narrative that arises in mo-
ments of social and political 
crisis, as people try to process 
shocking events.

The original word in Greek 
— apokalypsis — means an 
unveiling, a revelation. “It’s 
not just about the end of the 
world,” said Jacqueline Hi-
dalgo, head of the religion de-
partment at Williams College 
in Massachusetts. “It helps us 
see something that is hidden 
before.”

About 44 percent of likely 
voters in the United States 
see the coronavirus pandem-
ic and economic meltdown as 
either a wake-up call to faith, 
a sign of God’s coming judg-
ment or both, according to 
a poll commissioned by the 
Joshua Fund, an evangelical 
group run by Joel C. Rosen-
berg, who writes about the 
end of the world, and conduct-
ed last week by McLaughlin 
& Associates, pollsters for 
President Trump and other 
Republicans.

Among Christians, one of 
the most well-known apoca-
lyptic narratives is the Book 
of Revelation in the New Tes-
tament, which tells the story 
of the defeat of an evil beast, a 
final divine judgment and the 
coming of a New Jerusalem.

While many biblical schol-
ars read the book as a story 
about the destruction of cor-
rupt political systems, many 
evangelical Christians be-
lieve it describes the rapture, 
Jesus’ return to save believ-
ers from a period of tribula-
tion.

Some of the earliest apoc-
alyptic speculation is found 
in Jewish scriptures, in sto-
ries like the Book of Daniel, 
as the Hellenistic age gave 
way to the Romans around 
the second and first centuries 
B.C. and Jewish communities 
experienced violent persecu-
tion. Some Jews speculated 
again about the end of time 
when the Roman army de-
stroyed the Second Temple in 

Jerusalem in A.D. 70.
As the early Christians 

turned to an external savior 
and as the Romans continued 
to crush rebellions, Jewish 
leaders realized they needed 
to survive in the world as they 
knew it, said David Kraemer, 
a professor at Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary in New 
York.

The rabbis developed a 
system where Jews could live 
anywhere, under any gov-
ernment and live meaningful 
lives connected to neighbors 
and to God.

“That was the Judaism that 
enabled Jews to live through 
persecution, plagues, medie-
val centuries and on through 
early modernity, which was in 
some ways the most difficult 

periods,” Dr. Kraemer said.
Every year the celebration 

of Passover, which began 
on April 8 and recounts 10 
plagues from the Book of Ex-
odus, is a reminder of God’s 
redemption. The Passover 
Seder “says we have been in 
difficult circumstances be-
fore and we will get beyond 
them,” Dr. Kraemer said.

In the Islamic tradition, the 
Quran tells stories of plagues 
and of a final earthquake that 
will tear the earth apart, as 
well as stories of finding God 
in the created world.

In mainstream Islamic 
thought there is a distinction 
between the end of the world 
and the concept of apoca-
lypse, said Amir Hussain, a 
theology professor at Loyola 
Marymount University in 
Los Angeles. Apocalypse 
also includes what happens 
when one’s eyes are opened. 
“Look at the creation, look at 
the oceans,” Dr. Hussain said, 
reflecting on a favorite pas-

sage in the Quran about God’s 
mercy. “How much better is it 
to have that realization in this 
lifetime?”

In Buddhism, time is cycli-
cal, not linear, making apoca-
lypse both an end and a begin-
ning. “Apocalypse happens 
and then a new order starts, 
a new social order, new moral 
order,” said Vesna Wallace, 
a professor of Buddhism at 
the University of California, 
Santa Barbara. “The story 
repeats itself.”

Apocalyptic stories in Bud-
dhist scriptures share simi-
lar themes, often including an 
unjust ruler, social inequali-
ty, plagues and fruits that do 
not ripen, she said, referring 
to texts from the fifth and 
11th centuries A.D. Blades of 
grass become like swords — 
and even the sense of taste 
disappears (like a suspected 
symptom of the coronavirus 
infection).

In Buddhist traditions, 
apocalypse comes as a re-
sult of collective karma — 
everyone’s actions toward 
one another and the world — 
which means its outcome can 
change, even in the present 
circumstance. “Now people 
are kinder to each other, they 
are spending more time with 
families,” Dr. Wallace said. 
“It’s like a warning to change 
the course of actions, to bring 
back compassion, empathy, 
develop social equality.”

A stark, binary structure — 
a clear good and evil, a clear 
before and after — appeals 
when society is fractured, 
Dr. Hidalgo said, adding, “A 
sense of shared external evil 
can really bring folks togeth-
er.”

The memory of past crises 
can offer hope — that human 
beings have survived such 
moments before, and that the 
truths being revealed can be-
come a call to action.

“Is it the end of the world? 
Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,” 
said Ekemini Uwan, a public 
theologian. “We need to learn 
to number our days because 
we really do not know when 
our last breath will be.” 

KIMMO BRANDT/EPA, VIA SHUTTERSTOCK

Finland has maintained its 
stockpile from the Cold War. A 
statue in Helsinki.

SERGEY PONOMAREV FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Russian officials blamed infections on jet-setters returning from Europe. At Red Square.

In Time of Chaos, Authoritarians Face a Slippery Foe

In Crisis, 
Faithful 
Watch  
For End

Unlike Neighbors, 
Finland Is Prepared

By CHRISTINA ANDERSON 
and HENRIK PRYSER LIBELL

STOCKHOLM — As some 
nations scramble to find pro-
tective gear to fight the corona-
virus pandemic, Finland is sit-
ting on an enviable stockpile of 
personal protective equipment 
like surgical masks, putting it 
ahead of less-prepared Nordic 
neighbors.

The stockpile, considered 
one of Europe’s best and built 
up over years, includes not on-
ly medical supplies, but also 
oil, grains, agricultural tools 
and raw materials to make am-
munition. Norway, Sweden and 
Denmark had also amassed 
large stockpiles of medical and 
military equipment, fuel and 
food during the Cold War era. 
Later, most all but abandoned 
those stockpiles.

But not Finland. Its pre-
paredness has cast a spotlight 
on national stockpiles and ex-
posed the vulnerability 
of other Nordic nations.

When the corona-
virus hit, the Finnish 
government tapped in-
to its supply of medical 
equipment for the first 
time since World War II.

Though year af-
ter year Finland has 
ranked high on the list 
of happiest nations, its 
location and historical 
lessons have taught the 
nation of 5.5 million to 
prepare for the worst, 
said Tomi Lounema, 
the chief executive of 
Finland’s National 
Emergency Supply 
Agency.

“It’s in the Finnish 
people’s DNA to be prepared,” 
Mr. Lounema said, referring 
to his country’s proximity to 
Russia, its eastern neighbor. 
(Finland fought off a Soviet 
invasion in 1939.) In addition, 
most of its trade goes through 
the Baltic Sea. That, he said, is 
a vulnerability.  

There is little publicly avail-
able information on the number 
of supplies that Finland has or 
where exactly they are stored.

“All information considering 
those warehouses is classi-
fied,” Mr. Lounema said.

But though details are kept 
a state secret, the authorities 
confirmed that the stockpiles 
are kept in facilities spread 
across the country and that 
the current system has been in 
place since the 1950s. 

That has placed Finland in a 
more solid position to confront 
the pandemic.

As officials in other countries 
like the United States lament 

the shortage of masks, ventila-
tors and gowns and the global 
coronavirus cases increased 
to more than 1.3 million as of 
April 7, with more than 77,000 
deaths, tales abound of interna-
tional skulduggery and domes-
tic price gouging. Nations are 
competing for medical supplies 
and racing to create a vaccine.

Perhaps in response to the 
threat of shortages, the Europe-
an Commission, the executive 
branch of the European Union, 
announced on March 19 that it 
was creating its first ever stock-
pile of medical equipment “to 
help E.U. countries in the con-
text of the Covid-19 pandemic.”

Several E.U. countries have 
also passed new legislation 
banning the export of essential 
materials.

When the medical device 
company Mölnlycke Health 
Care, based in Gothenburg, 
Sweden, tried to send masks 

and rubber gloves several 
weeks ago to desperate hospi-
tals in Italy and Spain from its 
central storage center in Ly-
on, France, it was blocked by 
France’s export ban.

On April 4, however, Swe-
den’s foreign minister, Ann 
Linde, said on Twitter that 
after pressure from Sweden, 
France had finally relented 
on the export restrictions on 
masks from Mölnlycke. It was 
“very important that the inter-
nal market works even in times 
of crisis!” she said.

Norway used to be more 
resilient and equipped to be 
self-sustaining in a national cri-
sis, according to Leif Inge Mag-
nussen, associate professor of 
leadership at the University 
of Southeastern Norway. But 
a risk analysis last year by the 
Norwegian Directorate for Civil 
Protection concluded that pan-
demics and medicine shortages 
were key concerns, he said.

“Society has become very 
dependent on other coun-
tries and just-in-time supply 
chains,” Mr. Magnussen said.

Constant Méheut and 
Christopher F. Schuetze 
contributed reporting.

Andrew Higgins, Carlotta 
Gall and Patrick Kingsley 
contributed reporting.
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For some, a sense 
of good and evil 
can bring comfort.

ident for life, Gurbanguly 
Berdymukhamedov, promoted 
his book on medicinal plants as 
a possible solution to the pan-
demic.

In responding to the pan-
demic, the world’s autocrats 
are employing a mixture of 
propaganda, repression and 
ostentatious shows of strength 
to exude an aura of control over 
a chaotic situation. The crisis 
offers them an opportunity to 
entrench their already vast 
powers with little risk of cen-
sure from a distracted outside 
world, where the scramble 
to contain the pandemic has 
forced even liberal democra-
cies to consider harsh mea-
sures.

“Coronavirus is the new ter-
rorism,” said Kenneth Roth, 
executive director of Human 
Rights Watch, who fears that a 
sweeping expansion of draco-
nian powers could become the 
virus’s enduring legacy. “It’s 
the latest pretext for rights vi-
olations that I fear will persist 
long after the crisis ends.”

Yet the virus also brings 
potential perils for the strong-
men. Countries like Russia and 
Egypt are at the front end of the 
virus curve, meaning the worst 
is likely a matter of weeks away. 
If hit by a crisis as bad as the 
one sweeping Europe and the 
United States, their usual tools 
may be of limited use. The virus 

cannot be arrested, censored or 
outlawed. The economic toll of 
a pandemic will strain the pa-
tronage networks that under-
pin many autocracies. Leaders 
who portray themselves as sav-
iors are exposed to blame if the 
death toll soars.

And while few analysts pre-
dict immediate upheaval, a 
devastating pandemic could 
rattle faith in leaders whose 
authority rests on an edifice of 
unchallenged dominance.

“In some places, you could 
end up with a narrow, nastier 

dictatorship,” said Steven A. 
Cook, a senior fellow for the 
Middle East and North Africa 
at the Council on Foreign Re-
lations. “In others, the whole 
thing could come apart.”

In some countries, the cri-
sis has given a good name to 
strong, intrusive rule. The 
United Arab Emirates, an oil-
rich autocratic monarchy, has 
one of the world’s highest rates 
of coronavirus testing. 

A smartphone app used by 
Singapore to track infected 
citizens is being considered by 

several Western countries. The 
oldest democracies are consid-
ering tactics once the preserve 
of tyrants — sweeping police 
powers, bans on public assem-
bly, suspended elections, shut-
tered courts, intrusive surveil-
lance and closed borders. 

Popular revolts in Lebanon, 
Iraq, Algeria and Chile slowed 
or stopped and, given the 
health risks associated with 
public gatherings, are unlikely 
to regain momentum soon.

Autocratic leaders have 
cracked down on dissent 

and played up their favored 
tropes. Mr. el-Sisi denounced 
critics of his virus efforts as 
lackeys of the outlawed Mus-
lim Brotherhood. Mr. Putin’s 
officials initially blamed the 
crisis on wine-sipping Russian 
jet-setters, out of touch with 
vodka-drinking ordinary Rus-
sians, who imported the virus 
from skiing trips in Europe. 

But the pandemic has also 
scrambled their plans. Mr. Pu-
tin had to cancel a referendum 
that would have allowed him 
to remain in power until 2036. 
And after Egypt announced it 
would make those returning 
from abroad pay for their own 
quarantine, calls erupted for 
Mr. el-Sisi to turn his palaces 
into quarantine centers. He 
quickly backtracked.

In many countries, citizens 
suspect their leaders of hiding 
the extent of infections.

“Germs don’t respect cen-
sorship,” Mr. Roth said. “The 
censorship might stop the mo-
mentary criticism, but it could 
fuel the public health crisis.”

The prospect of a global 
recession, which the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund says is 
already upon us, has caused 
some analysts to speculate 
that the Middle East could see 
a fresh wave of Arab Spring-
style uprisings. Others say that 
is unlikely. Citizens worried for 
their lives are more likely to 
support draconian measures.

Michele Dunne of the Carne-
gie Endowment for Internation-
al Peace said, “We won’t see the 
political fallout until after the 
health crisis starts to abate.”

“The Rapture: One at the Mill,” was etched by the Dutch 
artist Jan Luyken in 1795. Evangelical Christians believe 
Jesus will return to Earth to save believers. 
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By APOORVA MANDAVILLI

As many as 25 percent of 
people infected with the new 
coronavirus may not show 
symptoms, the director of the 
United States Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention 
warns — a startlingly high 
number that complicates ef-
forts to predict the pandemic’s 
course and strategies to miti-
gate its spread.

Researchers do not know 
precisely how many people 
are infected without feeling ill, 
or if some of them are simply 
presymptomatic. But since the 
new coronavirus surfaced in 
December, they have spotted 
unsettling anecdotes of appar-
ently healthy people who were 
unwitting spreaders.

“Patient Z,” a 26-year-old 
man in Guangdong, China, 
was a close contact of a Wuhan 
traveler infected with the coro-
navirus in February. But he felt 
no signs of anything amiss, not 
on Day 7 after the contact, nor 
on Day 10 or 11.

Already by Day 7, though, the 

Grieving Losses, No Matter How Small Spreading Virus, 
But Feeling Fine When it comes to the coro-

navirus outbreak, what’s the 
word related to mental health 
that you hear most? If you 

said “anxiety,” 
you’re not 
alone. But if 
you were to 
sit (virtually, 
of course) in 
a therapist’s 
office like mine, 

what you might hear is the 
word “loss.”

This may seem obvious, 
because many people are ex-
periencing tremendous loss as 
a result of this pandemic: loss 
of life, loss of loved ones, loss of 
health, loss of jobs and income. 
For those who are losing loved 
ones at this time, there is also 
the loss of the normal rituals 
of funerals and communities 
gathering to grieve together.

But what might be less ob-
vious are the smaller losses 
that also affect our emotional 
health. It’s hard to talk about 
these silent losses because we 
fear that other people will find 
them insignificant and dis-
miss them or expect us to “get 
over them” quickly.

In addition to the tragic loss-
es of life and health and jobs 
are the losses experienced by 
all ages: missed graduations 
and proms, canceled sports 
seasons and performances, 
postponed weddings and 
vacations, separation from 
family and friends. We have 
also lost the predictability that 
we take for granted in daily 
life: that there will be eggs and 
toilet paper on shelves, that we 
can safely touch a door knob.

So, yes, there is collective 
anxiety surrounding Covid-19, 
but there’s also collective loss. 
Here are some ways to help.

Acknowledge the grief. 
Grieving is a quiet process. 
It requires us to sit with our 
pain, to feel a kind of sadness 
that makes many of us so un-
comfortable that we try to get 
rid of it. Even under normal 
circumstances, we do this to 
ourselves and our children. A 

child might say, “I’m sad,” and 
the parent says, “Oh, don’t be 
sad. Hey, let’s go get some ice 
cream!” In the age of corona-
virus, a child might say: “I’m 
so sad that I’m missing seeing 
my friends every day” and the 
parent might say: “But honey, 
we’re so lucky that we’re not 
sick and you’ll get to see your 
friends soon!” A more helpful 
response might be: “I know 
how sad you are about this. 

You miss being with your 
friends so much. It’s a big loss 
not to have that.”

Just as our kids need to have 
their grief acknowledged, we 
need to acknowledge our own. 
We tend to mistake feeling less 
for feeling better, but it helps 
to remember that the feelings 
are still there — they’ll just 
come out in other ways: in an 
inability to sit still, in being 
short-tempered, in a lack of ap-

petite or a struggle to control 
one’s appetite, in an inability 
to concentrate or sleep.

The more we can say to our-
selves and the people around 
us, “Yes, these are meaningful 
losses,” the more seen and 
soothed we will feel.

Stay in the present. There’s 
a term to describe the kind 
of loss many of us are expe-
riencing: ambiguous grief. 

In ambiguous grief, there’s 
a murkiness to the loss. An 
example could be a person 
whose spouse has dementia: 
you’re still married but your 
spouse no longer recognizes 
you. (Your partner is alive but 
“not there.”) Another might be 
the inability to get pregnant. 
(You’re grieving the loss of a 
child you haven’t yet had.)

With Covid-19, the uncer-
tainty about how long this will 
last and what will happen next 
leaves us mourning our cur-
rent losses as well as ones we 
haven’t experienced yet. 

Ambiguous grief can 
leave us in a state of ongoing 
mourning, so it’s important to 
stay grounded in the present. 
Instead of worrying about 
losses that haven’t actually 
happened yet (and may never 
happen), we can focus on the 
present by adopting a concept 
called “both/and.” Both/and 
means that we can feel loss 
in the present and also feel 
safe exactly where we are — 
snuggled up with a good book, 
eating lunch with our kids who 
are home from school, taking 
a walk with a family member, 
and even celebrating a birth-
day via FaceTime.

We may have lost our sense 
of normalcy, but we can still 
stay present for the ordinary 
right in front of us.

Let people experience loss 
in their own way. Although loss 
is universal, the ways in which 
we grieve are deeply personal. 
For instance, a student griev-
ing the loss of a missed spring 
quarter might want to isolate 
in her bedroom, while another 
might need a lot of family time.

In other words, there’s no 
one-size-fits-all for grief. 
Everyone moves through 
loss in a unique way, so it’s 
important to let people do 
their grieving in whatever 
way works for them without 
diminishing their losses or 
pressuring them to grieve 
the way you are. A good rule 
of thumb: you do you (and let 
others do them).

LEONARDO SANTAMARIA

Acknowledging the stress of lost normalcy during the pandemic is key to healing. 

LORI  
GOTTLIEB

ESSAY
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A Scramble to Store World’s Oil Glut

Harvest 
Workers 
Blocked 
At Border

Virus Hits Poor
In Latin America

By KIRK SEMPLE  
and NATALIE KITROEFF

MEXICO CITY — His clien-
tele had all but disappeared 
since the Mexican government 
told people to stay home. And 
he knew he was running the 
risk of contracting the corona-
virus. Yet Leonardo Meneses 
Prado was still tending his 
hamburger cart at his usual 
sidewalk spot.

“I can’t stop,” he said in late 
March. “If I don’t sell, I don’t 
eat. It’s as simple as that.”

Latin America’s economies 
were fragile even before the 
coronavirus. But now the out-
look is far worse as efforts to 
confront the pandemic para-
lyze economic activity. And 
no sector of society may be as 
vulnerable as the workers who 
toil in the region’s vast infor-
mal economy, mostly beyond 
government oversight, without 
labor protections. 

These workers, a majori-
ty in the region, range from 
street vendors in Asunción, 
Paraguay, to delivery men 
crisscrossing Lima, Peru, to 
trash recyclers in Tegucigal-
pa, Honduras. They live hand-
to-mouth, with meager or no 
savings and a limited social 
safety net.

Many are also at a 
greater risk of contract-
ing the virus, in contact 
with strangers and then 
going to overcrowded 
homes. The precarious 
state of public health 
care in many countries 
has left them even more 
vulnerable.

“They are going to be 
very badly hurt,” said 
Santiago Levy, a Mex-
ican economist at the 
Brookings Institution in 
Washington.

Governments have 
promised to help the poor. 
In Colombia, President 
Iván Duque recently an-
nounced payouts of about $40 
for informal workers who were 
not already receiving social 
assistance. But as a quarantine 
began, there was concern that 
the disbursements would not 
be enough to maintain social 
order. 

Particularly vulnerable are 
the 1.5 million Venezuelans who 
have immigrated to Colombia, 
escaping their country’s eco-
nomic collapse. With the nation 
shutting down, many are find-
ing themselves on the street. A 
large crowd packed Bogotá’s 
Plaza de Bolívar on a recent day 
to voice their anger, shouting, 
“We’re hungry!”

Venezuela itself has imposed 
a lockdown, saying it would 
transfer up to $50 to six million 
workers. For most, the amount 
will barely cover a fraction of 
their losses.

The impact could be partic-
ularly brutal in Mexico, where 
informal workers generate 
nearly a quarter of the eco-
nomic output, according to the 
government. And compared 
with some other nations in the 
region, Mexico has taken a re-
strained approach to the pan-

demic. President Andrés Man-
uel López Obrador’s attitude, at 
times, has been lackadaisical 
or even dismissive.

Mr. López Obrador, who won 
office in 2018 as a populist de-
fender of the downtrodden, 
said he had been waiting to 
impose stricter public health 
measures so as to not disrupt 
the economy prematurely. His 
greatest concern, he said, was 
the poor.

Critics say that Mr. López 
Obrador may have given the 
virus an opportunity to infect a 
larger percentage of the impov-
erished population. 

Mexican officials, citing 
a shift in the outbreak, an-
nounced a stricter set of proto-
cols at the end of March, can-
celing events and calling for 
the suspension of employment 
requiring workers to commute 
to an office. The López Obrador 
administration began urging 
Mexicans to stay home. Then 
officials tightened restrictions 
even further, ordering the 
shutdown of all non-essential 
activities. But many Mexicans 
cannot work from home, or for-
go work for weeks.

Mr. Meneses, 43, who has 
sold food from his cart for 19 
years, said he was less worried 

about getting the virus than he 
was about the financial effects 
of the pandemic. His sales were 
down about 50 percent from 
two weeks earlier and were 
still falling.

If the authorities force street 
vendors to shut down, Mr. Me-
neses said, he does not know 
what he will do to support his 
wife and three daughters. The 
family has no health insur-
ance. “For us, it’s a luxury to 
get sick,” he said.

In some countries in the re-
gion, when governments have 
tried to impose restrictions 
to fight the virus, workers 
have rebelled — and been met 
with force. In Peru, more than 
21,000 people, including street 
vendors and other laborers in 
the informal economy, have 
been detained for not comply-
ing with orders to stay at home.

The López Obrador adminis-
tration has been designing an 
economic recovery plan, with 
a million loans of about $1,000 
to small businesses in the for-
mal and informal economies. 
Eligible recipients, the presi-
dent said, would be “humble, 
hard-working people.”

But Mr. Meneses, the ven-
dor, said he can only see di-
saster ahead. “If it comes and 
hits us hard, it’s going to be a 
massacre.”

Paulina Villegas, Elda Cantú, 
Julie Turkewitz and Anatoly 
Kurmanaev contributed 
reporting.

As gas prices fall, 
traders hold on for 
better days.

This article is by Liz  
Alderman, Melissa Eddy and 
Amie Tsang.

PARIS — When Europe 
tightened its borders to pre-
vent the spread of the corona-
virus, France’s biggest farm-
ers sounded an alarm: The 
workers they rely on from oth-
er countries to harvest much 
of the nation’s food could no 
longer make the trip.

In Britain, farmers are 
struggling to find people to 
pick raspberries and pota-
toes. Part of Germany’s as-
paragus crop risks rotting in 
the ground. And in Italy, over 
a quarter of the strawberries, 
beans and lettuce ripening in 
coming months may lack har-
vesters.

European governments 
have declared food supplies 
a matter of national security 
as millions flock to supermar-
kets to brace for prolonged 
home confinement. But bor-
der lockdowns have immo-
bilized legions of seasonal 
workers from Eastern Europe 
who toil in fields from Spain to 
Sweden, forcing countries to 
rethink how to supply labor to 
those farms.

France’s agriculture min-
ister recently called for hair-
dressers, waiters, florists and 
others unable to work at their 
shuttered businesses to head 
to the fields and start picking. 
“I’m calling on this shadow 
army, on the many men and 
women who want to work,” 
Didier Guillaume, the minis-
ter, said on BFM television. 
“We have to produce to feed 
the French.”

Europe isn’t about to run 
out of food, but the widening 
call to citizens reflects an un-
comfortable reality: Without 
low-cost mobile labor from 
Eastern Europe, the bread-
baskets of Europe’s wealthier 
economies risk losing their 
harvest.

Malte Voigts grows the 
creamy pale asparagus cele-
brated in Germany as “white 
gold” on the farm he runs 
in Kremmen, 50 kilometers 
northwest of Berlin. Normal-
ly, he relies on about 170 most-
ly Romanian workers for the 
asparagus harvest. Now, 
about half that number are on 
hand, most of them having ar-
rived before the Czech Repub-
lic and Hungary blocked trav-
el through their countries.

He put out a call for help on 
his company’s website. “Hun-
dreds of people have called in, 
even a mother, saying her two 
teens could help out — which 
we don’t allow,” he said. “I al-
most get goose bumps.”

Germany relies on 300,000 
seasonal workers. Thousands 
of Germans have logged on to 
a national website offering 
to help farmers or nurseries. 
The jobs pay the German 
minimum wage of 9.35 euros 
(about $10.25) an hour, the 
same wage paid to foreign 
harvesters.

But with only 16,000 appli-
cants so far, the agriculture 
minister has urged the gov-
ernment to also grant refugees 
the right to work in the fields.

In France, the govern-
ment said in late March that 
40,000 people had applied on 
a website that matches willing 
hands with farms. But 200,000 

field and dairy hands were 
needed across the country.

And critics question the 
wisdom of recruiting un-
trained citizens to gather 
crops as governments impose 
quarantines.

“In less than 24 hours, the 
minister of health tells us to 
stay at home to save lives, 
the prime minister tightens 
sanctions and the minister of 
agriculture tells the French to 
go to work in the fields,” Julien 
Odoul, a regional councilor for 
the far-right National Rally 
party, wrote on Twitter. 

Still, in Spain’s Huelva 
Province, Europe’s biggest 
producer of blueberries, the 
main farming union began re-
cruiting residents to make up 
for the expected loss of about 
9,000 workers from Morocco.

Italy, the epicenter of Eu-
rope’s coronavirus crisis, 
needs at least 50,000 workers, 
according to Coldiretti, an ag-
riculture association. Around 
2,000 people have applied to 
fill the seasonal jobs. 

Farms in Britain had al-
ready confronted a labor 
shortage as Brexit discour-
aged migrant workers from 
arriving. In the past, farms 
had relied on about 27,000 
people from European Union 
states. At peak harvest, 
75,000 more workers came in.

Sarah Boparan, operation-
al director at HOPS, a recruit-
er, said her agency normally 
attracted interest from only 
about 20 British people a 
year to work on farms. By late 
March, hundreds had applied.

“It’s been flabbergastingly 
fantastic,” she said.

By STANLEY REED

The world is awash in crude 
oil, and is slowly running out of 
places to put it.

Massive, round storage 
tanks in places like Trieste, 
Italy, and the United Arab 
Emirates are filling up. Over 
80 huge tankers, each holding 
up to 300 million liters, are an-
chored off Texas, Scotland and 
elsewhere, with no place to go.

The world doesn’t need all 
this oil. The pandemic has 
strangled the world’s econo-
mies, silenced factories and 
grounded airlines, cutting the 
need for fuel. But Saudi Arabia, 
the world’s largest producer, is 
locked in a price war with Rus-
sia and is determined to keep 
raising production.

“For the first time in history 
we are seeing the likelihood 
that the market will test stor-
age capacity limits within the 
near future,” said Antoine 
Halff, a partner of Kayrros, a 
market research firm. As stor-
age space becomes harder to 
find, the prices, which have 

already fallen more than half 
this year, could drop even fur-
ther. 

This mismatch in supply and 
demand has benefited consum-
ers, who have watched gaso-
line prices slide lower. And it 
has been a field day for anyone 
eager to snap up cheap oil, put 
it someplace and wait for a day 
when it’ll be worth more.

That’s where Ernie Bar-
samian comes in. His business, 
which finds places to park un-
wanted fuel, is thriving.

“We usually do about two 
storage deals a day,” said Mr. 
Barsamian, who runs a com-
pany in New Jersey. “We have 
done about 120 in the last cou-
ple of weeks.”

Traders are taking advan-

tage of a market where prices 
in the future are much higher 
than current levels. For in-
stance, a barrel of light, sweet 
U.S. crude is priced at about 
$25 a barrel for May, about $6 
lower than August. So a trader 
or an oil company can make 
money by buying oil at today’s 
depressed prices, selling it on 
the futures market and pocket-
ing the difference minus stor-
age and other costs.

Knowing how much oil is 
stored around the world is a 
key metric to “understanding 
the health of the oil market,” 
said Hillary Stevenson, an 
analyst at Genscape, a mar-
ket intelligence firm. But, she 
warned, “capacity is finite; the 
safety net is only so big.”

One firm, Kpler, uses satel-
lite images to calculate how 
much oil is on ships and in tank 
farms. Recently, the compa-
ny detected 10 million barrels 
of oil, about 10 percent of the 
world’s daily consumption in 
normal times, flowing into stor-
age facilities.

“We are in an incredibly 
oversupplied market,” said Al-
exander Booth, Keplr’s head of 
market analysis.

One sign of a glut: The vol-
ume of oil stored on ships grew 
by about 25 percent in March. 
About 80 loaded tankers — an 
unusually high number — are 
loitering around the globe.

Mr. Booth estimated that 
three-quarters of a billion bar-
rels of usable storage capacity 
remained around the world — 
not enough room for the build-
up in supplies some forecasters 
are predicting.

Space is running out in west-
ern Canada, whose 40 million 
barrels of storage is now more 
than three-quarters full, ac-
cording to Rystad Energy, 

which estimates that produc-
ers will need to slash produc-
tion by 11 percent.

Mr. Barsamian does not see 
an emergency yet, although he 
acknowledges that much of the 
capacity in the key tank farms 
is probably already booked.

“The world is never going 
to run out of storage,” he said, 
arguing that operators will 
just add more tanks if market 
incentives are right. “I have 
never seen it happen.”

This time, though, analysts 
say, the glut could be off the 
charts.

“That oil will just move from 
a tank in Saudi, probably, into 
someone else’s tank or just sit 
on a vessel,” Mr. Booth said. “It 
is certainly not needed.”

DANIEL BEREHULAK FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Even as the coronavirus spread 
in Mexico, Leonardo Meneses 
Prado kept his food stand open.

TAMIR KALIFA FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

The world 
is nearing 
capacity on 
oil storage, 
analysts 
say. 
Moving oil 
to tanker 
trucks in 
Texas.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY GORDON WELTERS FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

With workers from 
Eastern Europe held back 
by the virus, farms from 
Spain to Sweden need 
help. An asparagus field.
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M A F I A O D O M A S L
P R I M Z E R O M O S T E L
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By APOORVA MANDAVILLI

As many as 25 percent of 
people infected with the new 
coronavirus may not show 
symptoms, the director of the 
United States Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention 
warns — a startlingly high 
number that complicates ef-
forts to predict the pandemic’s 
course and strategies to miti-
gate its spread.

Researchers do not know 
precisely how many people 
are infected without feeling ill, 
or if some of them are simply 
presymptomatic. But since the 
new coronavirus surfaced in 
December, they have spotted 
unsettling anecdotes of appar-
ently healthy people who were 
unwitting spreaders.

“Patient Z,” a 26-year-old 
man in Guangdong, China, 
was a close contact of a Wuhan 
traveler infected with the coro-
navirus in February. But he felt 
no signs of anything amiss, not 
on Day 7 after the contact, nor 
on Day 10 or 11.

Already by Day 7, though, the 

virus had bloomed in his nose 
and throat, just as copiously as 
in those who did become ill. Pa-
tient Z might have felt fine, but 
he was infected just the same.

Researchers now say that 
people like Patient Z are not 
merely anecdotes. As many as 
18 percent of people infected 
with the virus on the Diamond 
Princess cruise ship never de-
veloped symptoms. A team in 
Hong Kong said that from 20 
percent to 40 percent of trans-
missions in China occurred be-
fore symptoms appeared.

The high level of covert 
spread may help explain why 
the coronavirus set off a pan-
demic in a way that the SARS 
and MERS viruses did not.

The new virus spreads about 
as easily as flu, “and when’s 
the last time anyone thought 
anything about stopping influ-
enza transmission, short of the 
vaccine?” said Dr. Michael T. 
Osterholm of the University of 
Minnesota.

With any vaccine still in ear-
ly development, the best tactic 
is social distancing, he and oth-
ers said. Because people may 
pass the virus to others even 

when they feel fine, asking on-
ly unwell people to stay home is 
unlikely to be enough. 

This is why experts urge ev-
eryone to wear masks. Like 
influenza, this virus appears 
to spread both through large 
droplets and droplets smaller 
than five micrometers, termed 
aerosols, containing virus 
that infected people release by 
coughing, or merely exhaling. 
They emphasized that the level 
of virus in both types of parti-
cles is low, so simply walking by 
an infected person is not a risk.

“If you have a passing con-
tact with an infectious person, 
you would have a very, very low 
chance of transmission occur-
ring,” said Dr. Benjamin Cowl-
ing, an epidemiologist at the 
University of Hong Kong.

The risk goes up with sus-
tained contact — during face-
to-face conversation, for exam-
ple, or by sharing the same air 
space for a prolonged time. 

Experts said infections were 
being passed along by people 
who do not report symptoms — 
what they call asymptomatic 
transmissions.

“The substantial asymptom-
atic proportion for Covid-19 is 
quite alarming,” said Dr. Ge-
rardo Chowell, an epidemiol-
ogist at Georgia State Univer-
sity.

Dr. Chowell estimated that 
about 40 percent of people in 
the general population might 
be able to be infected without 
showing signs of it.

There have also been many 
hints, subtle and not, that the 

virus can be transmitted via 
aerosols. Sixty members of 
a choir in Washington State 
gathered on March 10 for prac-
tice for over two and a half 
hours. None of them felt ill, and 
they made no contact with one 
another. Now, dozens are ill, 
and two have died.

Their experience points to-
ward airborne transmission 
via aerosols, which can travel 
farther than large droplets. 
The virus is still most likely to 
be expelled with a cough or a 
sneeze, as far as eight meters, 
according to one study. 

Several studies have shown 
that people infected with the 
new coronavirus are most 
contagious about one to three 
days before they begin to show 
symptoms. This presymp-
tomatic transmission was not 
true of the coronaviruses that 
caused SARS and MERS.

“This is where we got very 
lucky with SARS, was that it 
really didn’t transmit until af-
ter people were showing symp-
toms, and that made it much 
easier to detect it and shut it 
down with aggressive public 
health measures,” said Dr. 
Carl Bergstrom, an expert in 
emerging infectious diseases 
at the University of Washing-
ton in Seattle.

Rapid tests might help con-
tain the virus. Masks may help 
too. But experts kept returning 
to social distancing as the sin-
gle best tool.

Grieving Losses, No Matter How Small Spreading Virus, 
But Feeling Fine In ambiguous grief, there’s 

a murkiness to the loss. An 
example could be a person 
whose spouse has dementia: 
you’re still married but your 
spouse no longer recognizes 
you. (Your partner is alive but 
“not there.”) Another might be 
the inability to get pregnant. 
(You’re grieving the loss of a 
child you haven’t yet had.)

With Covid-19, the uncer-
tainty about how long this will 
last and what will happen next 
leaves us mourning our cur-
rent losses as well as ones we 
haven’t experienced yet. 

Ambiguous grief can 
leave us in a state of ongoing 
mourning, so it’s important to 
stay grounded in the present. 
Instead of worrying about 
losses that haven’t actually 
happened yet (and may never 
happen), we can focus on the 
present by adopting a concept 
called “both/and.” Both/and 
means that we can feel loss 
in the present and also feel 
safe exactly where we are — 
snuggled up with a good book, 
eating lunch with our kids who 
are home from school, taking 
a walk with a family member, 
and even celebrating a birth-
day via FaceTime.

We may have lost our sense 
of normalcy, but we can still 
stay present for the ordinary 
right in front of us.

Let people experience loss 
in their own way. Although loss 
is universal, the ways in which 
we grieve are deeply personal. 
For instance, a student griev-
ing the loss of a missed spring 
quarter might want to isolate 
in her bedroom, while another 
might need a lot of family time.

In other words, there’s no 
one-size-fits-all for grief. 
Everyone moves through 
loss in a unique way, so it’s 
important to let people do 
their grieving in whatever 
way works for them without 
diminishing their losses or 
pressuring them to grieve 
the way you are. A good rule 
of thumb: you do you (and let 
others do them).

ATHIT PERAWONGMETHA/REUTERS

A study of passengers on the Diamond Princess found 
that 18 percent of people infected showed no symptoms.

Matt Richtel contributed 
reporting.
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PUZZLE 2

ACROSS
 1 Airer of “48 

Hours” and “60 
Minutes”

 4 Inscribe, as on a 
trophy

 8 Bottom half of a 
45

13 Clue for the 
clueless

15 Actress Loughlin 
of “Full House”

16 10:1, e.g.
17 Website with a 

“Buy It Now” 
option

18 Not give ___ (not 
care)

19 “A Doll’s House” 
playwright Henrik

20 Butane-filled 
item for smokers

23 “___ the land of 
the free …”

24 Clumsy
27 Exercises that 

work the glutes, 
quads and abs

32 Russian refusal
34 “Krazy ___”
35 “At Wit’s End” 

humorist 
Bombeck

36 With 44-Across, 
N.B.A. player 
once married to 
a Kardashian

37 “Who am ___ 
judge?”

38 Kind of rock 
for which New 
Hampshire is 
known

41 Con’s opposite
42 “The Godfather” 

crowd
44 See 36-Across
45 Communication 

means for the 
deaf, for short

46 Stiffly formal
47 Star of 

Broadway’s 
“Fiddler on the 
Roof”

50 Tilted, as printed 
letters

52 To the ___ degree
53 “Forget about 

it!” … or a clue 
to the starts of 
20-, 27- and 
47-Across

59 Airport bummer
62 Indication that 

it’s time to take 
out the trash

63 Old Russian ruler
64 Final Greek letter
65 Singer of “Let It 

Go” in Disney’s 
“Frozen”

66 Bingo-like casino 
game

67 Runway walker
68 Applied Clairol 

to, perhaps
69 Crunchy, as 

carrots

DOWN
 1 At the home of: 

Fr.
 2 Benjamin 

Netanyahu’s 
nickname

 3 “Get real, for 
heaven’s sake!”

 4 Airline that 
doesn’t schedule 
flights on 
Shabbat

 5 Actress Spelling 
of “Beverly Hills 
90210”

 6 Handhold for a 
rock climber

 7 Genre for Cardi 
B and Nicki 
Minaj

 8 Lawyer’s 
document

 9 Teenage witch of 
TV

10 “___ Superman!”
11 Casino cube
12 Long, long time
14 Kind of 

personality a 
go-getter has

21 Brand of taco 
shells and salsas

22 Profs’ aides
25 Someone who 

might say  
“There, there”

26 Funeral vehicle
27 Pinch pennies
28 Resident of Doha

29 ___ Tolkien, 
author of “The 
Lord of the 
Rings”

30 Actress Thurman
31 Bruce Wayne’s 

home, for one
33 One living under 

a bridge, in fairy 
tales

36 Greg ___, first 
American winner 
of the Tour de 
France

39 Wedding vow
40 Male turkey
43 “Somehow it all 

gets done”
47 Clearasil target, 

in slang

48 Went “Hello … 
ello … llo … lo …”

49 Keep on the 
shelves

51 True-blue
54 How thumbs are 

twiddled
55 Middle of the face
56 May or June 

gown wearer
57 Mom’s mom
58 Get taller
59 ___ Pérignon
60 Rock music 

subgenre
61 Was in first place

PUZZLE BY ANDREA CARLA MICHAELS

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 65 66

67 68 69
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ACROSS

 1 Many lab 
procedures

 6 Environmentalist’s 
subj.

10 Low-ranking G.I.: 
Abbr.

13 Rouse
15 Volcanic flow
16 Televise
17 Shooting star?
19 “It’s no ___!”
20 Scratchy voice
21 Juniors, next 

year: Abbr.
22 Involuntary 

response
24 Leave out
26 Bit of 

landscaping 
greenery

27 Like neon signs 
and some 
lanterns

30 Flips out
33 Alternative to a 

phone call
34 Big pig
35 On bended ___
36 Multitude
37 Morning star?
40 Veer off course, 

as a ship
41 Focus on the 

road, e.g.?
43 Dunderheads
44 Demean
46 Grossly distorted 

imitation
48 On pot

49 Is concerned
50 Grammy-winning 

Stefani
51 Loudly berate
53 Stage prompt
54 Crumbly Greek 

cheese
58 DuVernay who 

directed “A 
Wrinkle in Time”

59 Gold star?
62 Lucy of “Kill Bill: 

Volume 1”
63 Give off
64 Social outcast
65 City railways not 

at street level
66 Hot
67 Tech-obsessed, 

say

DOWN

 1 Ruler in the 
Romanov line

 2 Active Sicilian 
peak

 3 Things confessed 
in confessionals

 4 Libya’s capital
 5 Nickname for 

the 12-Down in 
Chicago’s Field 
Museum

 6 Fraternal order 
with an animal 
emblem

 7 Record-setting 
Ripken

 8 “Psst!”
 9 Onions have lots 

of them

10 Giant star?
11 Woodworker’s 

clamp
12 See 5-Down
14 Propose as an 

explanation
18 Works in a 

gallery
23 Blue state?
25 Actress Kunis
26 Takes a nice long 

bath
27 Suggest
28 Affair of the  

heart
29 Pole star?

30 Disney dog
31 Needle 

mischievously
32 Put in stitches
34 Little devils
38 Move too slowly, 

as a watch
39 Label as PG, say
42 Like the U.S. 

president’s  
office

45 Celebratory  
blaze

47 Rubs out
48 Win 

overwhelmingly

50 Rev, as an 
engine

51 Alma mater for 
many a  
Supreme Court 
justice

52 Heinous
53 French-founded 

fragrance firm
55 Wiesel with a 

Nobel
56 Water-resistant  

furniture wood
57 Cinder-covered
60 Combine
61 Pocketbook

PUZZLE BY LYNN LEMPEL

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

65 66 67
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PUZZLE 3

PUZZLE 4

ACROSS
 1 E-cigarette 

output
 6 Something to 

shift into or stow
10 Hershey’s Kiss 

covering
14 Best competitive 

effort
15 Coach Reid of 

the 2020 Super 
Bowl-winning 
Chiefs

16 Garnish for a 
Corona

17 Dance with a 
kick

18 Strategy used in 
basketball and 
football

20 German 
appliance brand

22 Maker of tarts 
and tortes

23 Wis.-to-Ga. 
direction

26 Cyclops and 
others

28 Hog’s heaven
29 “Sunset 

Boulevard” 
actress Gloria

31 Figure in 
cellphone plans

33 Exclamation of 
surprise

35 Touch lovingly
39 Dweller along the 

Bering Sea
40 “That’s going to 

leave a mark!”
42 Big name in little 

trucks
43 Prank involving 

yanking 
underwear

45 “Paper Moon” 
Oscar winner

47 Major city of 
west-central 
Syria

49 Behaves 
improperly

50 Butter square
53 Turn the dial to a 

radio station
55 ___-crab soup
56 What an acrobat 

needs to be
58 Buzzards Bay, for 

one
60 “Water Lilies” 

painter
62 Birds with 

effervescent 
voices

67 Struggling with a 
decision

68 Fast-swimming 
shark

69 Outdo … or a 
hint to entering 
four answers in 
this puzzle

70 Party goodies
71 TV actor/director 

Ken
72 Kind of language 

used by sailors
DOWN

 1 Household 
device with a 
hose, informally

 2 Before now
 3 Paella cooker
 4 “Srsly?!”
 5 20 quires = 1 

___
 6 Stare at, as 

another’s eyes
 7 ___ Gay (W.W. II 

bomber)
 8 Either 1 in “1+1”
 9 Bread with 

seeded and 
unseeded 
varieties

10 Hartz collar 
target

11 Sounds from a 
28-Across

12 “Good to go 
here!”

13 Skeptical
19 Profile posting, 

for short
21 “Young 

Frankenstein” 
character who 
asks “What 
hump?”

23 Extremely 
muscular, in 
slang

24 Cut, as lumber
25 “Just be quiet 

already!”

27 Middle X or O
29 “Major Barbara” 

playwright
30 Stuffed to the gills
32 Memory triggers, 

for many
34 All the rage
36 He was raised by 

Cain
37 Diamond-shaped 

ray
38 Pizzeria in “Do 

the Right Thing”
41 Winner of 11 

Tonys in 2016
44 Goose : gaggle :: 

___ : mob
46 One of three on 

an oyster fork

48 20 Questions 
category

50 Diplomatic 
agreements

51 Shining
52 Bejeweled head 

ornament
54 Long-stemmed 

mushroom
57 It’s breath-taking
59 Numbers for 

Noah
61 Jimmy Eat World 

music genre
63 Single-stranded 

genetic molecule
64 Smoked fish
65 Trail mix bit
66 Use a nanny 

cam, say

PUZZLE BY TRACY GRAY

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 65 66

67 68 69

70 71 72
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ACROSS
 1 Mugged for the 

camera, maybe
 8 Site 

administrator
15 Preceder of 

many N.H.L. 
games

16 “Oh, did you start 
already?”

17 0%
18 Some male 

escorts
19 Org. that sticks 

to its guns
20 List ender, 

maybe
22 Oscar-nominated 

actor Clive
23 Exceptional 

grade
26 Will matter
29 Time in court
31 One-up, say
35 Red choice
37 Gambler’s 

hangout, in brief
39 Noteworthy time 

period
40 Large guard dogs
41 Aches and pains
43 Jump shot’s path
44 Down in the 

dumps
46 ___ Meyer, 

principal role on 
“Veep”

47 Sign on a staff
49 “I agree with 

both of you!”
51 2009 biopic 

starring Hilary 
Swank

53 Apply, as 
sunscreen

57 Grocery chain 
with more than 
1,900 U.S. 
stores

59 Chicago airport 
code

61 That, in Tabasco
62 Like some 

reputations and 
kitchen towels

65 Sentence 
containing all 26 
letters

68 Many a limo
69 Major retail 

outlets
70 Feigns sickness 

to avoid work
71 Much-traveled 

thoroughfares

DOWN
 1 Much-painted 

religious figure
 2 Villainous 

conglomerate on 
“Mr. Robot”

 3 Deadly
 4 Santa ___
 5 Waiter in an 

airport queue
 6 Actress Falco
 7 Exam for the 

college-bound, 
redundantly

 8 Jokester
 9 Onetime  

London-based 
record label

10 Intolerant sort
11 Lost steam
12 Food cooked in a 

cornhusk
13 Preparatory 

school since 
1440

14 Hi-___ monitor
21 CBS series with a 

“Cyber” spinoff
24 Bomber letters
25 Medieval 

laborers
27 Additionally
28 Dancer’s horn
30 Bagel choice
32 Stay behind
33 Surface figure
34 Used to be
35 PC combo key
36 Evil intent
38 Hay-bundling 

machine
40 Small pouch

42 “Mon ___!” 
(French 
exclamation)

45 Penn. neighbor

46 Dog with wrinkly 
skin

48 Like the sun at 
sunset

50 Uncle, in Oaxaca

52 Cut into small 
pieces

54 Catcher with a 
record 10 World 
Series rings as a 
player

55 “Let me repeat 
…”

56 “Enough!,” in 
Mexico … or 
a hint to 11 
answers in this 
puzzle

57 Yours, to Yvette
58 Wyatt Earp, for 

one
60 “___ Yankees”
62 Cardinals, on 

scoreboards
63 Cob of corn
64 E.R. or O.R. 

figures
66 “Planet Money” 

network
67 Melted ice 

cream, e.g.

PUZZLE BY ZHOUQIN BURNIKEL

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 65 66 67

68 69

70 71
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By JOANNA KLEIN

DAUPHIN ISLAND, Ala-
bama — It was 6 a.m. at the 
dock one day in December. 
Fog hovered over the water, 
and the engine of the Re-
search Vessel E.O. Wilson 
rumbled.

The ship disappeared into 
the mist, and by 7:30 the crew, 
a team of biologists, chemists 
and microbiologists, reached 
its destination. Below was a 
secret world where past, pres-
ent and future collide.

This is the underwater for-
est. Its unusual residents, 
shipworms and related ma-
rine organisms, could serve 
as incubators of unexpected 
medicines, churning out new 
lifesaving formulas and com-
pounds that may not be found 
anywhere else on the planet.

“Underwater forest” is not a 
metaphor — this is not a cor-
al reef or a sea grass bed that 
resembles surface woodlands, 
but bona fide trees with roots 
and leaves. For hundreds 
of thousands of years, this 
cypress grove — about two 
football pitches long and two 
meters wide — lay silent, pre-
served within an oxygen-less 
tomb of sand and sediment. 
Then came Ivan.

In 2004, the hurricane 
ripped through the Gulf of 
Mexico, with winds up to 
225 kilometers per hour. The 
storm scooped up nearly three 
meters of sand from the sea-
bed, awakening the sleeping 
forest beneath.

Few have seen this place, 
and those who have keep 
its location secret. But they 
entrusted this group of sci-

entists, led by Dan Distel, a 
marine biologist and director 
of Northeastern University’s 
Ocean Genome Legacy Cen-
ter in Boston, with the coor-
dinates for that day’s expedi-
tion.

This group was the first to 
explore, document and study 
the shipworms and other ma-
rine xylophiles that moved in-
to the forest when it emerged.

Shipworms, the scientists 
say, are critical for drug dis-

covery. As aging populations 
increase worldwide and an-
tibiotic resistance threatens 
public health, the medical 
field is seeking a new frontier 
that might yield novel drugs 
to treat conditions such as 
cancer and chronic pain, and 
to stem deadly infections. 
The forest was once a swamp 
about 160 kilometers inland. 
Its bald cypress trees, and 
their buttressed trunks as big 
as cars, supported a diversity 
of terrestrial life. But now it 
shelters fish, anemones and 
other sea dwellers. And for 

shipworms, it’s an all-you-
can-eat buffet.

“This is sort of like a wood-
en whale fall,” said Margo 
Haygood, a molecular biolo-
gist at the University of Utah; 
a whale fall is a dead whale 
that sinks to the seafloor. Life 
erupts around it.

Dr. Haygood has studied gi-
ant shipworms in mangroves 
in the Philippines with Dr. 
Distel. But they have never 
seen anything like this. No 
one has.

The sunken forest is larger, 
farther from shore and older 
than anything remotely like 
it. Like wildflowers after a 
fire, diversity blooms as new 
habitats are established. In 
the early stages of settlement, 
when everything is fighting 
for space, territory disputes 
kick up a lot of chemistry. And 
while sifting through it all, Dr. 
Haygood thinks there’s a bet-
ter chance for finding nontoxic 
new drugs that work well.

Shipworms appear to be 
good drugmakers, and the 
team has discovered com-
pounds that are now making 
their way through the early 
stages of drug development.

Their pharmaceutical tal-
ent might be explained by bac-
teria living in their gills, which 
send enzymes to the gut to 
help shipworms break down 
wood. Somehow, this process 
also leaves the gut nearly 

sterile, suggesting antibiot-
ics might be at play. And Dr. 
Haygood says that any com-
pounds they find have already 
gone through millions of years 
of pre-screening in the bodies 
of evolving shipworms. This 
makes them likely to be less 
toxic to humans than drugs 
that are developed in a lab.

Every unstudied species, 
every specimen, is potentially 
a treasure chest of unimag-
ined chemical combinations. 
And a site like the underwater 
forest might be concealing 
millions of unknown bacteria.

Sailors named shipworms, 
which burrow into and devour 
wooden ships. But they are not 
worms; rather, they are elon-
gated clams that grind into 
wood with microscopic teeth, 
and digest the wood with the 
help of symbiotic bacteria liv-
ing in their cells.

A single specimen can gen-
erate dozens of strains of bac-
teria. Screenings are difficult, 
and take months.

On their dives, the scientists 
had generated enough work to 
last a lifetime, or more. 

They don’t know if these 
organisms conceal a miracle 
medicine. But they’re eager 
to keep up the hunt for more 
clues in places like the sub-
merged forest.

“There’s no such thing as an 
uninteresting shipworm,” Dr. 
Haygood said.

Marine organisms 
thrive near ancient 
trees under the sea.

Escobar’s 
Hippos 
Fill a Hole

A Natural Classroom, Run by Wolves

Ocean Forest 
Holds Secrets 
To New Drugs

Twenty-five years ago 
last month, 14 wolves from 
Canada were released into 
an ocean of elk on the rugged 
sweep of sagebrush steppe 

and pine forest 
of Yellowstone 
National Park 
to see what 
would happen.

The new 
wolves imme-
diately set out 

to doing what they do best: 
hunting prey. What has un-
folded since is a remarkable, 
continuing ecological and so-
cial drama that has changed 
the way biologists think about 
predators and the animals 
they stalk. It has also trans-
formed America’s oldest 
park, redeemed the image of 
wolves and inspired similar 
wildlife experiments around 
the world.

Wolves were erased from 
the park and the rest of the 
Northern Rockies in a sus-
tained campaign of shooting, 
poisoning and trapping in the 
early 20th century. They were 
regarded as vermin, hated by 
hunters and ranchers fearful 
for their livestock. 

But, thanks largely to the 
reintroduction into Yellow-
stone, a park mostly in Wyo-
ming, biologists have come to 
understand the wolves’ role 

in maintaining the park’s 
ecological balance. What 
distinguishes the return of 
the wolf to Yellowstone more 
than anything else, though, is 
that the daily lives of the wolf 
packs are on full display.

“It’s a huge National Park 
Service success story,” said 
Douglas W. Smith, who came 
to Yellowstone in 1994 to 
oversee the return of the wolf 
and has been here since. “It’s 
carrying out our most funda-
mental goal: restoring and 
preserving nature. Without 
wolves it’s not restored, nor is 
it nature.”

Elsewhere, wolf biologists 
must fly and canoe and hike 
into remote areas and sneak 
through forests to spy on 
wolves. In Yellowstone, Dr. 
Smith said, “I can drive out 
to watch wolves with a cup of 
coffee in my hand.”

At the time the first 14 
wolves were released in 1995, 
some 20,000 elk populated 
the park’s northern range. 
With few predators, elk had 
for decades gobbled up any-
thing green. Today, the elk 
population totals 6,000 to 
8,000. Wolves now number 
about 1,500 in Montana, Ida-
ho and Wyoming, with 350 
to 400 in and around Yellow-
stone. Outside Yellowstone, 
they can be hunted. 

The wolves brought a raft 
of surprises, adding import-
ant truths to our knowledge 
about the lives of an animal 
that probably engenders 
more hate and love — and my-
thology — than any other.

Among the discoveries: 
Yellowstone wolf researchers 
believe wolf packs, previous-
ly thought to be overseen by 
an alpha male, are actually 
matriarchies. Also, wolf per-
sonalities play a biological 
role. When a different alpha 
female takes over a pack, 
hunting and other dynamics 
change.

Biologists have watched as 
packs raid the dens of rivals 
and kill their pups. 

Wolves also changed the 
lives of other wildlife. One of 
the park’s 10 packs kills an 
elk every three days or so — 
biologists have documented 
5,000 wolf kills — and the 
benefits of several hundred 
kilograms of meat on the 
ground ripples through the 
ecosystem, feeding species 
from grizzlies to mice to ra-
vens.

The 10 wolf packs in Yel-
lowstone are canine empires, 
fighting for turf and van-
quishing their enemies or be-
ing vanquished themselves. 

Like their human counter-
parts, they thrive for a while 
and then collapse, allowing a 
new pack to form.

JIM  
ROBBINS

ESSAY

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANNIE FLANAGAN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

By ASHER ELBEIN

When Pablo Escobar died 
in 1993, the Colombian drug 
lord’s four adult African hip-
popotamuses were forgotten. 
But the fields and ponds along 
the Magdalena River suited 
them. One estimate puts their 
current population at 50 to 80 
animals: By 2050 there may be 
anywhere from 800 to 5,000 in 
a landscape that never before 
knew hippos.

They aren’t the only her-
bivores showing up in unex-
pected places. In Australia, 
feral camels roam the outback. 
Antelope are a common sight 
in rangelands from Texas to 
Patagonia. And feral hogs are 
everywhere. Conventional 
wisdom holds that these ani-
mals are causing new, and po-
tentially damaging, impacts 
to beleaguered ecosystems. 
But a study published recently 
in the Proceedings of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences ar-
gues that the lifestyles of these 
and other exotic fauna may be 
restoring the ecological func-
tions of species lost to extinc-
tion during the last ice age.

“We found that, amazingly, 
the world is more similar to 
the pre-extinction past when 
introduced species are includ-
ed,” said Erick Lundgren, an 
ecologist at the University of 
Technology in Sydney, Austra-
lia, and the study’s lead author.

Beginning 100,000 years ago, 
during the Late Pleistocene, 
a wave of extinctions claimed 
large animals throughout the 
world: mammoths in Eurasia, 
horses and giant sloths in the 
Americas and giant marsupi-
als in Australia. Researchers 
have suspected that the loss 
of these megafauna may have 
left holes in the food webs and 
other cycles of the ecosystems 
where they lived.

Mr. Lundgren and his col-
leagues wanted to test the idea 
that introduced herbivores 
were picking up ecological 
slack from their extinct coun-
terparts. The team created a 

list of both living and extinct 
herbivore species from the 
last 126,000 years. They cate-
gorized them, then compared 
how the lifestyles of introduced 
and extinct herbivores in a re-
gion overlapped.

The team expected to find 
that assemblages of purely na-
tive species would be closest to 
Pleistocene ecosystems. But 
mixtures of exotic and native 
animals were a closer match. 

“It seems like the creatures 
that have really flourished 
have all been ones that are eco-
logically distinct from native 
species, and restore lost eco-
logic capacities,” Mr. Lundgren 
said.

Colombia’s hippos have mul-
tiple analogues: When they 
leave the water at night to 
graze in meadows, they take 
on roles similar to extinct gi-
ant llamas. Their defecations 
in the waterways — a keystone 
of many African river habi-
tats — dump nutrients into un-
derwater systems, much as a 
semiaquatic rhino-like animal 
might have done.

But while introduced herbi-
vores may echo extinct spe-
cies, that doesn’t mean their 
impacts are the same: Pleis-
tocene herbivores lived in a 
world of vast, undeveloped 
landscapes and abundant 
predators. Now, many habitats 
are fragmented and large pred-
ators are in global decline.

The ideal “of what’s natural 
is really an artifact of human 
creation,” Mr. Lundgren said. 
“I think that worldview will 
bring some humility and cu-
riosity when we look at these 
organisms and the way they 
change the world.”

IVAN VALENCIA/ASSOCIATED PRESS

African hippos are thriving 
in Colombia.

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE, VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

In 1995, 14 wolves were released into Yellowstone 
National Park. They now number about 1,500.

Scientists are 
studying an 
underwater 

cypress grove off 
the Alabama coast.



A R T S  &  D E S I G N

SATURDAY, APRIL 11, 2020 13THE NEW YORK TIMES INTERNATIONAL WEEKLY

America is in crisis, but the 
celebrities are thriving. They 
are beaming into our homes, 
reminding us to stay indoors 
and “stay positive,” as “we’re 

all in this to-
gether.”

“Staying 
home is my su-
perpower,” the 
“Wonder Wom-
an” star Gal 
Gadot reported 

from her walk-in closet. When 
Jennifer Lopez posted a video 
of her family sheltering in Alex 
Rodriguez’s Miami estate, the 
public snapped. “We all hate 
you,” was one response.

Among the social impacts 
of the coronavirus is its swift 
dismantling of the cult of 
celebrity. The famous are am-
bassadors of the meritocracy; 
they represent the American 
pursuit of wealth through tal-
ent, charm and hard work. But 

the dream of class mobility 
dissipates when society locks 
down, the economy stalls and 
the death count mounts.

Celebrities are not among 
the very wealthiest Ameri-
cans,  but they are tasked with 
liaising with the general pub-
lic, offering vicarious access 
to their lifestyles. The ability 
to watch (or hate-watch) this 
spectacle of excess has func-
tioned as a bizarre appease-
ment for inequality.

But this compact rests on 
the celebrity’s ability to seem 
to move easily between the 
elite and the masses, to be 
aspirational and approachable 
at once. And they are accus-
tomed to receiving accolades 
for “using their platforms” for 
the public good.

But our awareness has never 
been so easy to rouse, and mis-
use. Celebrities have a captive 
audience of traumatized people 

who are glued to the internet, 
eyes darting for clues to pro-
cessing the horrors looming 
just outside, and instead are 
finding Madonna bathing in a 
rose petal-strewn bath.

For Madonna, performing 
is yet “another luxury gone, 
for now,” she says in one video. 
In its place is the disturbing 
sensation of normalcy. “The 
audience in my house is not 
amused by me,” she says. Lat-
er, she concludes that Covid-19 
is “the great equalizer.”

And yet the antics of these 
celebrities, even as they are 
publicly shamed, still tug on 
our attention. The coronavirus 
is the odd crisis where doing 
nothing actually does help. 
And in addition to food and 
rent money and medical atten-
tion, people require entertain-
ment to weather the lockdown.

But if we’re going to pay 
attention to celebrities at a 
time like this, their contribu-
tion better be charming or 
deranged enough to distract 

us. Even as the power of pure 
celebrity tanks, the value of a 
true entertainer rises. Give us 
Patti LuPone on the jukebox 
and Yo-Yo Ma on the cello.

Give us Britney Spears, 
who has emerged as the rare 
celebrity to tap into the need 
for radical social change. 
Ms. Spears recently posted 
a manifesto on Instagram 
from the internet artist Mimi 
Zhu. “We will feed each other, 
re-destribute wealth, strike,” 
it reads. “Communion moves 
beyond walls.”

Ms. Spears is an unexpect-
ed figure to lead us through 
quarantine, but a fitting one: 
She has been held under a 
conservatorship for 12 years, 
her movements and finances 
controlled by her father and 
overseen by the courts. When 
she posts about social cap-
tivity, she knows what she’s 
talking about.

By SIDDHARTHA MITTER

STELLENBOSCH, South 
Africa — For tourists, this co-
lonial town is the gateway to a 
spectacular mountain region 
dotted with wine estates. 

To most South Africans, 
however, it is the redoubt of 
the Afrikaner elite, a Calvinist 
town whose university trained 
the framers of apartheid and 
where banking billionaires 
live. In a land that is sharply 
unequal despite 26 years of de-
mocracy, money and whiteness 
feel concentrated here.

It’s an unexpected place for 
a contemporary art show of the 
experimental pan-Africanist 
variety, with artists from 
around the continent, none of 
them white, exploring econom-
ic and cultural themes.

Helmed by the Cape Town-
based chief curator Khanyisile 
Mbongwa, who is steeped in 
Xhosa spirituality, and sec-
onded by the Ghanaian cu-
rator Bernard Akoi-Jackson, 
the Stellenbosch Triennale fea-
tured major figures on the Af-
rican circuit such as Ibrahim 
Mahama, Victor Ehikhamenor, 
Bronwyn Katz and Donna 
Kukama, along with 20 lesser- 
known artists and collectives.

For six weeks, the triennale, 
which began in February, at-
tracted over 6,000 visitors, 
before the event went on hiatus 
after the coronavirus outbreak 
reached South Africa. 

The artists and their work 
brought an optimism and en-
ergy that confounded even 
the cynics. “It’s not a natural 
unfolding,” said Jay Pather, 
a teacher at the University of 
Cape Town. “It sits oddly.”

Stellenbosch University 
long taught only in Afrikaans, 
the settler language derived 
from the Dutch, officially add-
ing English and Xhosa only in 
2016. “The Stellenbosch Mafia: 
Inside the Billionaires’ Club” 
(2019), a native-son exposé by 
the journalist Pieter du Toit, 
documented the workings of 
this tight-knit business elite.

For the left-wing Economic 

Freedom Fighters opposition 
party, Stellenbosch denotes 
shadowy forces that members 
believe control the government 
of President Cyril Ramaphosa.  

“Most of my black friends 
don’t come here,” said Andi 
Norton, a board member of the 
Stellenbosch Outdoor Sculp-
ture Trust, the civic group be-
hind the triennale.

Ms. Norton and Francé Bey-
ers, her friend and co-board 
member, were the event’s 
prime instigators. They re-
cruited Elana Brundyn, the 
director of the Norval Founda-
tion, and Mike Tigere Mavu-
ra, a Zimbabwean artist and 
educator, strengthening their 
board with art-world savvy 
and African artist networks.

The triennale had a budget 
of eight million rand (roughly 
$600,000), plus in-kind contri-
butions, Ms. Beyers said. 

“We’re so much more than 
food and wine,” said Jeanneret 
Momberg, the head of the city’s 
tourism board and a former 
winery executive. “I think it’s 
very fresh and necessary that 
we bring young, progressive, 
inclusive people into the area.” 
She added: “Colonialism, slav-
ery, those are all topics that 
it’s not nice to talk about, but 
they’re part of our heritage.”

Some members of the Afri-
kaner community are seeking 
to make a social impact while 
they process guilt from the 
apartheid era. “A lot of serious 
liberal Afrikaners want des-

perately to change the para-
digm,” Ms. Beyers said.

Ms. Mbongwa, the curator, 
suggested the triennale’s ti-
tle, “Tomorrow There Will Be 
More of Us,” intimating that 
change is inevitable. She said 
her cardinal values were “care 
and cure.” 

“Care in terms of caring for 
the artists, for the space,” she 
said. “And cure, because the 
reality of the world is there’s so 
much woundedness we have.” 

Ms. Mbongwa’s emphasis 
on care came through in a per-
formance-installation hybrid 
by Ms. Kukama, from South 
Africa, who collected soil each 
day from a local river to tend 
to indigenous plant seeds in a 
fragile bed surrounded by con-

crete. Sethembile Msezane, 
also South African, built a 
hutlike structure set with can-
dles, plaited hair and a wafting 
soundtrack of female voices, 
dedicated to “women who did 
not leave the world peacefully.”

Kaloki Nyamai, a mixed- 
media artist from Kenya, came 
up with an installation that was 
one of the show’s strongest, 
involving sisal rope and sus-
pended money boxes from the 
Bank of Uganda, in a shacklike 
structure that visitors could 
enter, minding the large mound 
of cow manure at its center.

The work, he said, was in-
formed by the discomfort 
among white people he met in 
town, and his own discomfort 
at experiencing theirs. 

Celebrity Culture  
Is Burning

Dystopian Worlds: Life During a Crisis That Mirrors Art

Exhibit in South Africa, to Confront and Heal

Lockdown looks 
different from 
inside a mansion.

By DAVE ITZKOFF

They tried to warn us.
In their television dramas, 

they sought to depict the most 
chillingly dystopian scenarios 
they could imagine — terrify-
ing alternate realities in which 
life as we knew it had been 
devastated by revolutions, 
plagues, technology run amok 
or hordes of zombies.

At the time, the writers of 
these series — “The Hand-
maid’s Tale,” “Westworld” and 
others — wanted to entertain 
and challenge audiences with 
dark reflections of society that 
they could tell themselves were 
too outrageous to transpire.

But now, amid the uncertain-
ty of the pandemic, the people 
who make these shows are 
looking at their work in a dif-
ferent light. “You do feel guilty 
about putting these anxieties 
in people’s minds,” said Bruce 
Miller, the creator and show-
runner of Hulu’s adaptation of 
“The Handmaid’s Tale.”

“There’s no way not to feel 
like you somehow wished 

things into being,” he said. 
“But it shows you how televi-
sion, and drama in general, has 
something to tell people about 
how the world works.”

“Altered Carbon,” based on 
Richard K. Morgan’s novel, 
imagines a future when im-
mortality is made possible by 
technology — but only for those 
who can afford it. 

Alison Schapker, the show-
runner of the dark science-fic-
tion series on Netflix, said she 
had become acutely aware of 
how her work is being received 
“when television has become 
one of the fundamental outlets 
we have to pass time and pro-

cess what’s happening in the 
day.”

She added that viewers’ 
amplified discomfort would 
invariably seep back into her 
writing. 

“What I want to say as a sto-
ryteller always comes from the 
life I’m living, and that life has 
been completely upended,” Ms. 
Schapker said.

On “The Handmaid’s Tale,” 
adapted from the Margaret 
Atwood novel, America has 
been ravaged by disease and 
environmental disaster, and 
remade as a totalitarian state 
where women are enslaved. 

In HBO’s “Westworld,” 

adapted from Michael Crich-
ton’s thriller, lifelike automa-
tons are subjugated in a world 
of brutal economic disparity. 

While these dehumanizing 
scenarios have proliferated 
in popular culture, Jonathan 
Nolan, a co-creator and show-
runner of “Westworld,” said 
they all derived from a shared 
human curiosity to imagine 
society under stress — while 
observing from a safe distance.

Mr. Nolan said that though 
there are utopian fantasies out 
there too, “people are more in-
terested in watching versions 
of the world in which things 
have gone wrong than have 
gone right.”

But in the weeks and months 
to come, will audiences lose 
their appetites for imaginary 
worlds gone wrong, and in-
stead seek out stories where 
things turn out for the better?

Ms. Schapker said that these 
shows did not need to be turned 
into sentimental fantasies or 
dismal dirges either. The re-
sponsibility of storytellers, 

she said was to absorb “the 
complexity of the moment and 
reflect it in our work.”

“I don’t think it’s time for sac-
charine,” she said, “and I don’t 
think it’s time to just look out 
my window and stare.”

The cast and crew of “The 
Handmaid’s Tale” were about 
two weeks into filming the first 
new episodes for the fourth 
season, Mr. Miller said, when 
they had to halt production be-
cause of the pandemic.

Whatever transpires be-
tween now and when filming is 
able to resume, Mr. Miller said, 
it was unlikely these episodes 
would be changed.

Lisa Joy, Mr. Nolan’s fellow 
creator for “Westworld,” said 
that dystopian narratives can 
serve as a psychic proving 
ground to explore in moments 
of relative calm.

“If you look at history, there’s 
cycles of war, of poverty, strife, 
famine and disease,” she said. 
“You know it would be hubris to 
think we were immune to those 
cycles forever.”

CARI VANDER YACHT

BARBARA NITKE/HULU
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The artist Sethembile Msezane and the Asafo Black collective from Ghana took part in the Stellenbosch Triennale.

AMANDA 
HESS
ESSAY

“The 
Handmaid’s 
Tale” played 
on anxiety 
now felt in the 
real world.
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DAVID BROOKS

Feelings of Dread as the World Shuts Down

MAUREEN DOWD

Leading  
From the Rear

CHARLIE WARZEL

We Need ‘the Full Painful Truth’
Other than a vaccine or more 

ventilators and tests, reliable 
information is the best weap-
on we have against Covid-19. It 
allows us to act uniformly and 
decisively to flatten the curve. 
In an ideal pandemic scenario, 
sound information is produced 
by experts and travels quickly.

But we seem to be living in a 
nightmare scenario. The coro-
navirus emerged in the middle 
of a golden age for media ma-
nipulation. And it is stealthy, 
resilient and confounding to 
experts. It moves far faster 
than scientists can study it. 
What seems to be true today 
may be wrong tomorrow. Un-
certainty abounds. And an ar-
ray of dangerous misinforma-
tion, disinformation and flawed 
amateur analysis fills the void.

We have grown accustomed 
to living through an informa-
tion war fought largely by hard-
ened political operatives and 
trolls. But while the coronavi-
rus crisis is political, its most 
consequential fights will take 
place in the “fog of pandemic,” 
where so much of our data — 
from health statistics to eco-
nomic indicators — is flawed or 
evolving. Today’s propaganda 
could be tomorrow’s truth. Or 
vice versa. Even the good guys 
are working with limited infor-
mation and hoping for the best. 
We are not prepared for what is 
coming.

The best illustration of this 
challenge is the changing 
consensus on wearing masks. 
At the end of February, the 
surgeon general of the United 
States, Jerome Adams, argued 
that masks were not effective 
for the general public.

Then on April 3, President 
Donald J. Trump said the Unit-
ed States Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention had 
changed the recommendation 
on masks to say that all Ameri-
cans should use “non-medical, 
cloth” ones. “You can do it. You 
don’t have to do it. I’m choosing 
not to do it,” Mr. Trump said. 
“It’s only a recommendation.”

But the reversal may prove 
costly for the credibility of or-
ganizations like the C.D.C. As 
Zeynep Tufekci, a University 
of North Carolina professor, 
wrote in a Times Op-Ed weeks 
ago, a lack of transparency 
upfront created its own infor-
mation crisis. “What should 

National identities are be-
ing remade in  real time across 
the world. In many countries 
where divisions have become 
more prevalent, people are 
finding creative ways to show 
up for one another.

But it is also likely that some-
thing much darker is going 
on, especially among the less 
fortunate. A study by Saman-
tha Brooks of King’s College 
London finds that quarantine 
produces a range of bad men-
tal health outcomes, including 
trauma and anger.

There is an invisible current 
of dread running through the 
world. It messes with your 
attention span. I do not know 
about you, but I am mentally 
exhausted by 5 p.m. every day, 
and I think part of the cause is 
the unconscious stress flowing 
through us.

Many people are alone, con-
suming media all day. Others 

are trapped in homes with 
abusers and dysfunction. Al-
cohol and drug use is rising. 
In France, reported cases of 
domestic violence are up by 
about a third.

Tyler Norris of the Well Be-
ing Trust points to a curve be-
hind the Covid-19 curve. Every 
one-percentage-point increase 
in unemployment leads to a 3.5 
percent increase in opioid ad-
diction, so the pandemic’s eco-
nomic effects alone will exacer-
bate our drug and mental health 
problems down the road.

Psychological health in 
times of crisis is like a wres-
tling match. The situation 
throws stressors at you. The 
question is whether your cop-
ing mechanisms are strong 
enough to overcome them.

The pandemic spreads an 
existential feeling of unsafety, 
which registers in the neurons 
around your heart, lungs and 

viscera. It alters your nervous 
system, changing the way you 
see and perceive threat.

It is very hard to grasp what 
is going on so deep inside. “All 
trauma is preverbal,” Dr. Bessel 
van der Kolk writes in his book 
“The Body Keeps the Score.” 

“Rational brain is basically 
impotent to talk the emotional 
brain out of its own reality.”

The best way to combat this 
visceral sense of fear and dis-
association is by having what 
Bonnie Badenoch, the author 
of “The Heart of Trauma,” 

calls “disconfirming experi-
ences.” These are experiences 
of deep reciprocal attunement 
with others that make you feel 
viscerally safe.

These moments of attune-
ment and co-regulation regis-
ter in the same autonomic ner-
vous system and overcome the 
helplessness.

Creating these experiences 
takes effort. “Being together is 
not the same as being connect-
ed,” Martha Welch, a professor 
at Columbia University in New 
York, told me. She recommends 
that people engage in deep in-
tentional and vulnerable con-
versations, in which they pause 
— for as long as 90 seconds — 
after something important has 
been said, just to let it sink in. 
“You have to have the feelings 
conversation,” she says.

She and the others I spoke 
with endorse anything rhyth-
mic. Anything that will create 

an experience of attunement: 
singing, dancing, yoga, daily 
rituals and games.

I asked the experts whether 
they thought it was possible to 
have this sort of deep, visceral 
attunement over the internet. 
They thought it was, as long 
you can see the other person’s 
face and hear vocal tone. “The 
internet is a huge variable in 
this pandemic,” Dr. van der 
Kolk told me. “We have a pro-
found new way to comfort one 
another.”

Anna Freud’s research found 
that during World War II the 
children left in London to en-
dure the bombings suffered 
less trauma than the children 
who were sent away from their 
families to the country for their 
“safety.” She determined that 
the physical injury is often not 
the harshest part of trauma; it 
is the breakdown of relation-
ships during and after.

President Donald J. Trump 
said recently that he hadn’t 
“heard about testing in weeks.” 
But right now — let’s face it — 
tests are being rationed in ma-
ny parts of the United States.

Of course, the seriously ill 
and essential front-line per-
sonnel like doctors, nurses and 
policemen require and deserve 
to go to the front of the line for 
testing.

But there are hundreds of 
thousands more people who 
should have been tested at this 
point, if more tests were avail-
able. Testing them would have 
vastly changed their behavior, 
their self-care at home, and our 
understanding of Covid-19, so 
that when it flares locally we 
would know how to respond in a 
more nuanced way, rather than 
shutting society down.

As of this writing I know 
nearly a dozen people who are 
“presumed Covid.” None of 
them were tested, because they 
were not sick enough to be ad-
mitted to a hospital — though 
all were symptomatic. Here’s a 
partial list:

Three 20-something room-
mates in New York, two with 
mild symptoms. One sick 
enough to visit a hospital, short 
of breath. No tests. All were 
told: “Assume you have it.”

Also “presumed Covid”: a 
colleague’s daughter and her 
boyfriend, though he had a 
rough two-week course. His 
oxygen levels never got quite 
bad enough for admission.

And a reporter in San Fran-
cisco, who went to a clinic with 
high fever, total body aches 
and cough. “Assume you have 
Covid, too,” she was told. She 
was sent home. The next day 
her strep test came back posi-
tive.

It is true that a positive Covid 
test would not have changed 
any of their immediate med-
ical treatment. Not knowing 
likely didn’t increase their risk 
of death. So, I don’t fault the 
doctors for not administering 
tests to them at a time of limit-
ed resources.

What is outrageous: This 
resource should not be in such 
limited supply three months 
into a global outbreak. Wide-
spread testing is hugely im-
portant for individuals and 
society.

If people knew they’d had 
Covid, and therefore possessed 
at least some immunity, they 
could volunteer, once fully re-
covered, for groups like Meals 
on Wheels, which is struggling 
to deliver food to people who 
can’t fend for themselves. They 
could serve as helpers in nurs-
ing homes, whose staffs are 
stretched thin and where the 
elderly are isolated.

Knowing the result of a test 
allows rational individual de-
cisions. If people living with 
others know whether they have 
Covid versus a common cold, 
it impacts how they interact 
with family and housemates. If 
Covid positive, it makes sense 
for the sick person to totally 
isolate in one room and use a 
separate bathroom. An elderly 

relative might be moved out. If 
a common cold, less disruptive 
precautions are needed.

In this season of allergies 
— sneezes and sniffles — and 
when trying to control the 
spread of a virus that can pro-
duce only mild symptoms in 
many of those infected, it would 
be good to be able to test as 
many “essential workers” — 
broadly defined — as possible to 
see if they had Covid-19 or not.

This is not just a reference 
to health care workers, police 
officers and firefighters. It is 
also not helpful for a food de-
livery person or the guy at the 
grocery counter to work with it, 
given how many people are de-
pending on their services.

We test for things like strep 
and sexually transmitted dis-
eases not just because know-
ing test results influences 
treatment, but also because the 
results influence the care and 
advice for patients’ activities 

and contacts.
Finally, widespread testing 

of all those “presumed-Covid” 
patients who are not hospital-
ized gives us a far clearer pic-
ture of this new viral disease.

It would allow us to calcu-
late how many people who are 
infected with the virus get re-
ally ill and how many die (the 
true case fatality rate). We are 
now more or less clueless about 
those things, and because of 
uneven testing, fatality rates 
vary widely from city to city, 
state to state and country to 
country.

Finally, widespread testing 
would allow us to have a better 
sense of how transmissible the 
virus is after more casual con-
tact. We know that the intense 
exposure of health care person-
nel in a hospital setting often 
leads to transmission. But what 
about the co-worker who sat 
across the office from you and 
rarely interacted with you?

Long after his graduate 
school classes were canceled, 
my son was belatedly notified 
that one person in his Ger-
man class had fallen ill with 
Covid-19. How many others 
did, but were never tested?

After this period of lock-
down, Covid-19 is likely to 

come back in lesser waves, and 
robust testing data would be 
hugely important in fashion-
ing a targeted response that 
could be less expansive than 
the miserable and economi-
cally devastating shutdown 
we are now experiencing. If 
one student falls ill in a class, 
should universities again send 
all students home and cancel a 
semester — or close a building. 
Or just cancel one class?

Thank goodness that coun-
tries like South Korea are do-
ing far more testing that the 
United States is, which might 
provide clues about how to re-
spond. But America should be 
doing much more itself.

There have been countless 
explanations for the lack of 
tests. Public health labs are 
not primed to do testing and 
the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention was slow 
to react to a virus many knew 
was likely to come our way. The 
agency initially distributed 
test kits like Senate seats — 
equally to each state lab, rath-
er than where they were most 
needed. Then the first test kits 
didn’t work.

The list goes on. The Food 
and Drug Administration only 
belatedly allowed private and 
university labs to contribute 
without the normal regulatory 
tape. There was a shortage of 
swabs and a shortage of per-
sonal protective equipment 
for people taking the swabs. 
Most recently, an Abbott quick 
test device that Mr. Trump had 
applauded as a solution turned 
out to be only 5,500 tests, dis-
tributed nationally. Yet many 
millions are needed.

All are plausible explana-
tions and many are true. But 
no one should be satisfied with 
them in the richest country in 
the world.

There are concerns, to be 
sure, about the accuracy of the 
new tests, with reports of false 
negatives. But that is no reason 
not to use what is available; the 
specificity of newly developed 
tests can improve with under-
standing and use. It would be 
wise for people who test neg-
ative to continue rigorously 
following good Covid hygiene. 
But it would be a mistake to not 
expand testing aggressively 
simply because of reports of 
false negatives.

“Presumed positive” may 
be needed during a period of 
rationing and shortage. But 
“Assume you’re positive,” as so 
many New Yorkers are doing, 
is not good individual health 
care — or good policy.

A few years ago, when 
some photos by Times pho-
tographers adorning our of-
fice walls were swapped out 
for others, I found one headed 
for the garbage.

It captured the scene when 
Andy Card, a top White 
House official, whispered to 
George W. Bush, as he read 
“The Pet Goat” to schoolchil-
dren in Florida, that a second 
plane had crashed into the 
World Trade Center.

It was such a pivotal mo-
ment in America’s history, it 
seemed too important to toss. 
So I hung it in my office. But 
three days later, I had to get 
rid of it. The look in Bush’s 
eyes was too disturbing;  I 
couldn’t bear to see it any-
more.

He looked frightened. He 
looked like what he was: a 
man who had been winging 
it for most of his life, playing 
and swaggering around.

Bush was shaken to the 
core, and that left him vulner-
able to being influenced by 
the older advisers around him 
with their own crazy agendas. 
America is still paying for 
the dreadful decisions that 
came after that moment. The 
same blend of arrogance and 
incompetence informed the 
Bush administration’s han-
dling of Hurricane Katrina — 
the earlier lash of nature that 
exposed the lethal fault line 
between the haves and have-
nots. Bush retreated to clini-
cal states’ rights arguments 
as a beloved city drowned.

Now we have another 
pampered scion in the Oval 
Office, propped up by his 
daddy for half his life, ac-
customed to winging it and 
swaggering around. And he, 
too, is utterly unprepared to 
lead us through the storm. 
Like Bush, he is resorting 
to states’ rights arguments, 
leaving the states to chaot-
ically compete with one an-
other and the federal govern-
ment for precious medical 
equipment.

Donald Trump is trying 
to build a campaign mes-
sage around his image as a 
wartime president. But as a 
commander in chief, Trump 
is bringing up the rear.

The Los Angeles Times 
reported that two months be-
fore the virus spread through 
Wuhan, the Trump adminis-
tration halted a $200 million 
early-warning program to 
train scientists in China and 
elsewhere to deal with a pan-
demic. 

It is said that nature ab-
hors a vacuum, but this virus 
loves it.

The president seems obliv-
ious to the fact that his own 
clown car of an administra-
tion bungled the priceless 
lead time America had to get 
ready for the pandemic.

As the death toll in Amer-
ica soars, Trump is focused 
on the same thing he is al-
ways focused on: himself. 
He proudly told reporters 
recently, “Did you know I 
was Number 1 on Facebook? 
I just found out I was Number 
1 on Facebook. I thought that 
was very nice for whatever it 

means.” Our doom, perhaps?
Trump’s most defining 

qualities have been on dis-
play in this fight: He has 
been mercurial, vindictive, 
deceptive, narcissistic, 
blame-shifting and nepotis-
tic.

At a briefing on April 2, the 
president brought out anoth-
er wealthy, uninformed man-
child who loves to play boss: 
Jared Kushner. Where’s our 
Mideast peace deal, dude? 
Surely Trump did not think 
giving Kushner a lead role 
would inspire confidence. 
This is the very same advis-
er who told his father-in-law 
early on that the virus was 
being overplayed by the 
press and also urged him to 
tout a Google website guid-
ing people to testing sites — a 
project that turned out to be 
still under construction.

Now he is leading a group, 
mocked within the gov-
ernment as “the Slim Suit 
crowd,” that is providing one 
more layer of confusion to 
the laggardly, disorganized 
response.

From the lectern, Kushner 
drilled down on his role as 
the annoying, spoiled kid in 
every teen movie ever made. 
“And the notion of the federal 

stockpile was, it’s supposed 
to be our stockpile,” he said. 
“It’s not supposed to be the 
states’ stockpiles that they 
then use.”

Our stockpile?
That is the way the 

Trump-Kushner dynasty 
has approached this whole 
presidency, conflating what 
belongs to the people with 
what is theirs. Trump acts 
like he has the right to dole 
out “favors,” based on which 
governor is most assiduous 
about kissing up to him.

On April 3, the administra-
tion changed the wording on 
the Department of Health 
and Human Services web-
site about the stockpile to be 
matchy-matchy with Kush-
ner’s cavalier dismissal of 
the states.

It was typical of Trump’s 
muddled message that also 
on April 3, as the Centers for 
Disease Control and Preven-
tion issued new guidelines to 
wear masks, the president 
said: “You can wear ’em. 
You don’t have to wear ’em,” 
adding he had no intention of 
wearing one because “Some-
how, sitting in the Oval Office 
behind that beautiful Reso-
lute desk, the great Resolute 
desk, I think wearing a face 
mask” did not gel with his im-
age of greeting “prime minis-
ters, dictators, kings, queens, 
I don’t know somehow, I don’t 
see it for myself.”

Trump’s eyes may not have 
the same fearful look that 
Bush’s did. But America’s do.

Elisabeth Rosenthal worked as 
an emergency room physician 
before becoming a journalist. 
She is editor-in-chief of Kaiser 
Health News. Send comments to 
intelligence@nytimes.com.

An unprepared 
and uninformed 
duo is at the helm.

Deep conversations 
and dancing to 
keep fear at bay.

INTELLIGENCE/ELISABETH ROSENTHAL

We’re Blind Without Tests

Society can’t 
reopen if we don’t 
know who is sick.

JOHNNY MILANO FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Knowing the results of tests could allow people to make 
better decisions regarding their health.

MAXIM TRUDOLYUBOV

At Last, Russia 
Steps Up to Virus
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CHARLIE WARZEL

We Need ‘the Full Painful Truth’
Other than a vaccine or more 

ventilators and tests, reliable 
information is the best weap-
on we have against Covid-19. It 
allows us to act uniformly and 
decisively to flatten the curve. 
In an ideal pandemic scenario, 
sound information is produced 
by experts and travels quickly.

But we seem to be living in a 
nightmare scenario. The coro-
navirus emerged in the middle 
of a golden age for media ma-
nipulation. And it is stealthy, 
resilient and confounding to 
experts. It moves far faster 
than scientists can study it. 
What seems to be true today 
may be wrong tomorrow. Un-
certainty abounds. And an ar-
ray of dangerous misinforma-
tion, disinformation and flawed 
amateur analysis fills the void.

We have grown accustomed 
to living through an informa-
tion war fought largely by hard-
ened political operatives and 
trolls. But while the coronavi-
rus crisis is political, its most 
consequential fights will take 
place in the “fog of pandemic,” 
where so much of our data — 
from health statistics to eco-
nomic indicators — is flawed or 
evolving. Today’s propaganda 
could be tomorrow’s truth. Or 
vice versa. Even the good guys 
are working with limited infor-
mation and hoping for the best. 
We are not prepared for what is 
coming.

The best illustration of this 
challenge is the changing 
consensus on wearing masks. 
At the end of February, the 
surgeon general of the United 
States, Jerome Adams, argued 
that masks were not effective 
for the general public.

Then on April 3, President 
Donald J. Trump said the Unit-
ed States Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention had 
changed the recommendation 
on masks to say that all Ameri-
cans should use “non-medical, 
cloth” ones. “You can do it. You 
don’t have to do it. I’m choosing 
not to do it,” Mr. Trump said. 
“It’s only a recommendation.”

But the reversal may prove 
costly for the credibility of or-
ganizations like the C.D.C. As 
Zeynep Tufekci, a University 
of North Carolina professor, 
wrote in a Times Op-Ed weeks 
ago, a lack of transparency 
upfront created its own infor-
mation crisis. “What should 

the authorities have said?” she 
asked. “The full painful truth.”

We struggle to understand 
how to interpret epidemiolog-
ical models and we misread 
them. And we are unsatisfied 
with uncertainty, especially 
when it comes from our ex-
perts.

Take the controversy around 
the anti-malarial drug chlo-
roquine. In late March, the 
United States Food and Drug 
Administration authorized the 
use of chloroquine and a relat-
ed drug, hydroxychloroquine, 
for emergency use for hospital-
ized patients. But chloroquine 
is not an approved treatment 
for the coronavirus, and its side 
effects include potentially fatal 
complications.

Without solid evidence of 
chloroquine’s efficacy, it is ir-
responsible to promote anec-
dotes about its curing Covid-19, 
as Silicon Valley elites and 
even President Trump have do-
ne. President Jair Bolsonaro of 
Brazil is also a big chloroquine 
proponent; last month Face-
book took down a video of him 
making unproven claims about 
the drug.

A similar story regarding 
rumors that ibuprofen might 
be dangerous as a fever reduc-
er for Covid-19 patients played 
out last month. The concern, 
aired in a speculative letter 
from health researchers, was 
echoed by the French Minis-
try of Health, which circulated 
a warning against using ibu-
profen for Covid-19 fevers. The 

information ripped through 
global media, forcing the World 
Health Organization to issue 
guidance that “based on cur-
rently available information, 
W.H.O. does not recommend 
against” the use of ibuprofen.

A pandemic makes us all 
excellent targets for misin-
formation. No one has natural 
immunity to this coronavi-
rus, leaving us all threatened 
and looking for information to 

make sense of the world. Unfor-
tunately, the pace of scientific 
discovery does not match the 
speed of our information eco-
systems. 

“This is an issue that’s big-
ger than Covid-19, which is 
that knowledge evolves and 
things we thought for sure end 
up being wrong,” said Dr. Eze-
kiel Emanuel, a health expert 
at the University of Pennsyl-
vania. “Most professionals 
believe that no single study is 
definitive. If you’ve done them 
yourself, you know no study is 
perfect and they are, at best, a 
partial picture of the way the 
world is.”

Much of the pernicious false 
news about the coronavirus op-

erates on the margins of believ-
ability — real facts and charts 
cobbled together to formulate 
a dangerous, wrong conclusion 
or news reports that combine a 
majority of factually accurate 
reporting with a touch of un-
proven conjecture.

The phenomenon is common 
enough that it already has its 
own name: armchair epidemi-
ology, which Slate magazine 
described as “convincing but 
flawed epidemiological anal-
yses.” The prime example 
is a Medium blog post titled 
“Covid-19 — Evidence Over 
Hysteria” by Aaron Ginn, a Sil-
icon Valley product manager 
who argued against the sever-
ity of the virus and condemned 
the mainstream media for hyp-
ing it.

At first glance, the piece 
looked convincing. Mr. Ginn 
drew heavily from charts from 
the C.D.C., Johns Hopkins and 
The Financial Times. “You 
don’t need a special degree to 
understand what the data says 
and doesn’t say,” he claimed.

Epidemiologists disagreed, 
pointing to some of Mr. Ginn’s 
assumptions as “unsub-
stantiated” and ignorant of 
“first-chapter-of-the-epide-
miology-textbook stuff.” After 
a 31-tweet thread from the in-
fectious-disease expert Carl 
Bergstrom debunking Mr. 
Ginn’s data as being facts cho-
sen to buttress his argument, 
Medium took the post down. 
More than two million people 
had viewed it.

Without a deeper knowledge 
of epidemiology, it would have 
been easy to be seduced by Mr. 
Ginn’s piece. This, according to 
Dr. Bergstrom, is what makes 
armchair epidemiology so 
harmful. Posts like Mr. Ginn’s 
“deplete the critical resource 
you need to manage the pan-
demic, which is trust,” he told 
me. “When people are getting 
conflicting messages, it makes 
it very hard for state and local 
authorities to generate the 
political will to take strong ac-
tions downstream.”

It is this type of misinforma-
tion on the margins that is most 
insidious. “I am seeing this 
playbook more and more,” Dr. 
Bergstrom said. “Secondhand 
data showing a crisis narra-
tive that feels just a bit too well 
crafted. Mixing the truth with 
the plausible and the plausible 
with that which seems plausi-
bly true in a week.” Dr. Berg-
strom argues that the advanc-
es in available data make it eas-
ier than ever for junk-science 
peddlers to appear legitimate.

“Statistical analysis is a 
black box to most of us,” Dr. 
Bergstrom said. “And it’s like, 
‘I can’t challenge a multilinear 
statistical regression because 
I don’t know what that is,’ ” he 
said. “And so a form of author-
ity gets imposed on a reader 
and we tend not to challenge 
data the way we’ve learned to 
challenge words.”

This kind of misinformation 
also worries Robert Evans, a 
journalist who covers online 
extremism and misinforma-
tion for the investigative web-
site Bellingcat. Mr. Evans has 
spent time analyzing infor-
mation amplified by the right 
about China’s covering up the 
virus. Mr. Evans argues it is 
quite difficult to know who is 
behind the claims.

“A lot of the information isn’t 
wrong” he said. “It seems clear 
that the Chinese government 
was irresponsible in early 
stages. There’s a good chance 
they’ve underreported the in-
fected and dead.”

A pandemic seems like a 
unique opportunity to set aside 
our differences and focus on the 
facts. After all, we are in this 
crisis together. And we need 
to trust experts — epidemiolo-
gists, doctors and scientists — 
because they are all we have.

an experience of attunement: 
singing, dancing, yoga, daily 
rituals and games.

I asked the experts whether 
they thought it was possible to 
have this sort of deep, visceral 
attunement over the internet. 
They thought it was, as long 
you can see the other person’s 
face and hear vocal tone. “The 
internet is a huge variable in 
this pandemic,” Dr. van der 
Kolk told me. “We have a pro-
found new way to comfort one 
another.”

Anna Freud’s research found 
that during World War II the 
children left in London to en-
dure the bombings suffered 
less trauma than the children 
who were sent away from their 
families to the country for their 
“safety.” She determined that 
the physical injury is often not 
the harshest part of trauma; it 
is the breakdown of relation-
ships during and after.

Misinformation 
makes it hard to 
hear the experts. An unprepared 

and uninformed 
duo is at the helm.

THE NEW YORK TIMES

MAXIM TRUDOLYUBOV

At Last, Russia 
Steps Up to Virus

VILNIUS, LIthUaNIa

“I was stuck at home for too 
long, had to go for a ride,” a 
friend from Moscow shouted 
into his phone several weeks 
ago, trying to outyell the noise 
around him on a trip, it turned 
out, to St. Petersburg. “We’re 
going to hit a bar here and get 
some drinks, will call.” He then 
disappeared from the video 
chat, in which I could see peo-
ple behind him.

I get very different dispatch-
es from friends who live in a 
small town in Italy. There they 
stay home and tell me about 
relentless police raids against 
wanderers in the streets. A 
friend in Berlin says it is OK 
to go out, but not to gather in 
groups of more than two.

The coronavirus pandem-
ic caught me in Vilnius, a city 
where the streets are desert-
ed, the bars are dead, and all 
flights have stopped. Never 
in my wildest dreams did I 
imagine seeing in a European 
democracy a police-enforced 
order that limits personal free-
doms contrasted by scenes of 
boisterous social merriment 
in Moscow, my normally or-
der-obsessed and state-con-
trolled hometown.

As I write this, Russia is 
catching up. Still, the inversion 
between East and West of atti-
tudes toward individual free-
doms during the Covid-19 di-
saster is startling. There is cer-
tainly no shortage of police in 
Moscow. But the Kremlin has 
been late in introducing consis-
tent quarantine measures, be-
cause it is undecided. It evokes 
the confusion now engulfing 
the United States, where Pres-
ident Donald J. Trump’s late 
and muddled start has con-
tributed to disaster. President 

Vladimir Putin did no planning 
for a coronavirus coming in 
from abroad. Now it has inter-
fered with his politics — which 
in his view should always take 
precedence over everything 
else. As a result, his country 
will face a far more destructive 
outcome than might have been 
avoided had he started earlier.

On March 28, Russians 
were shown pictures of Mr. 
Putin wearing a bright yellow 
hazmat suit and a breathing 
mask. He visited a hospital 
housing Covid-19 patients and 
inspected a construction site 
for an emergency hospital near 
Moscow. Mr. Putin was transi-
tioning from an it’s-a-foreign-
threat stage to accepting the 
reality of an infectious threat 

to the population.
But like President Trump, 

Mr. Putin seems uncomfort-
able with recognizing the vi-
rus’s biological, nonpolitical 
nature. The default mode of 
laying blame, in which both 
leaders’ politics and popularity 
are paramount, is apparently 
hard to reconcile with a reality 
that can’t be manipulated.

In times of natural calam-
ities, hard truths suddenly 
take command. And if you live 
in a world where everything 
and everyone is either for you 
or against you, the whole vi-
rus thing sounds politically 
suspicious. That is why, for 

the past several weeks, some 
of Russia’s state-run media 
and security agencies have 
been preoccupied with silenc-
ing those who spread “panic 
among the population.” And 
Russia’s tabloid-style press 
has been filled with conspira-
cy theories that the virus is a 
biological weapon or a hoax. 
Much of that has been trans-
lated abroad through Russia’s 
influence media.

The Kremlin has seemed 
confused. On March 25, in a 
surprise address to the nation, 
President Putin postponed 
indefinitely an April 22 vote 
about constitutional amend-
ments that include allowing 
him to run for president again 
in 2024. (He had already signed 
the changes into law, making 
the vote meaningless.) He then 
declared a nationwide paid hol-
iday, but his spokesman, Dmi-
try Peskov, later said it was 
not meant to be a holiday for 
people working remotely. On 
April 2, Mr. Putin extended the 
holiday until the end of April, 
effectively placing the burden 
of supporting a failing econo-
my squarely on the shoulders 
of businesses.

With time, it became clear 
that announcing a holiday was 
a typical Putin ruse, deployed to 
prevent him from being associ-
ated with “negative” decisions. 
He refuses to use words like 
“emergency,” “restrictions” or 
“quarantines.”

In response, Moscow’s may-
or, Sergey Sobyanin, has taken 
the lead in quarantine policy-
making. He has issued addi-

tional “regional” restrictions 
on businesses and movements 
around town. He has imposed 
a self-isolation regime and is 
seeking an app that would al-
low the mayor’s office to police 
the compliance. Now, with no 
coherent nationwide policy 
announced, other regional and 
municipal authorities have 
been making their own deci-
sions, which is unusual, consid-
ering Russia’s hypercentral-
ized decision-making process.

After Mr. Putin’s address, 
the number of Covid-19 cases 
started to grow. On April 8, 
Russia confirmed more than 
1,170 new coronavirus infec-
tions in a day, bringing the offi-
cial total to almost 8,700.

But most people in Russia 
are unsure what to believe: 
24 percent of those polled by 
the nongovernmental Levada 
Center say they distrust official 
information on the pandemic; 
35 percent say they trust it only 
“in part.”

That leaves many Russians 
thinking the authorities have 
been concealing the threat 
by preventing doctors from 
diagnosing Covid-19. Indeed, 
in January, Russia registered 
a spike in pneumonia of 37 
percent more cases than a 
year ago, according to Rus-
sia’s statistical agency. Many 
think that most of the pneu-
monias could in fact have been 
Covid-19 cases. In a country of 
144 million people, with a long 
border with China and, until re-
cently, busy connections with 
Italy, the official tally seems 
incredibly low.

The true scale of the virus 
spread in Russia is unknowable 
for all those reasons, and more. 
Russia’s tests for the coronavi-
rus are much less sensitive than 
those used in other countries. 
As of March 21, Russia had car-
ried out 133,100 tests with 306 
returning positive. At 0.21 per-
cent, the ratio of tests to positive 
cases is startlingly low.

Amid the current confusion, 
a grim alternative explanation 
for Russia’s lax response has 
been circulating: that it is a 
deliberate policy of letting the 
virus spread to as many peo-
ple as possible, in expectation 
that they will become immune 
to the new pathogen, assuming 
they live. That’s a rumor, of 
course, too gruesome to dis-
cuss publicly because of the ob-
vious human cost such a policy 
would risk.

So what can Russia do? China 
and Germany provide opposing 
alternatives. China’s leaders, 
after hesitation, unleashed the 
full power of an authoritarian 
state against the outbreak. It 
worked, but the aggressive 
quarantine efforts and exten-
sive use of human-tracking 
technologies will attract criti-
cism for a long time.

Germany chose political 
openness. Early on, Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel laid out 
facts and statistics charting 
Germany’s likeliest prospects. 
“The consensus among ex-
perts,” she said, “is that 60 to 
70 percent of the population 
will be infected as long as this 
remains the situation.” So far, 
Germany’s response has been 
relatively successful, with a 
Covid-19 fatality rate far lower 
than in many other countries.

The Kremlin’s reaction has 
been much less aggressive than 
in China and much less open 
than in most European coun-
tries. It may be falling behind 
the disease’s progress because 
of Mr. Putin’s political goals. Or 
it may be purposefully letting 
the virus run its course. In both 
cases, we are dealing with a po-
litical experiment with human 
subjects, with the consequences 
unknown.

A state-controlled 
society puts politics 
before its people. 

POOL PHOTO BY ALEXEI DRUZHININ

Russia 
might 
have 
avoided a 
problem 
if it had 
acted 
earlier. 
President 
Vladimir 
Putin at a 
hospital in 
March.
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Tracking an Outbreak: Global Response

Poorer Nations Left Defenseless Against Virus
By JANE BRADLEY

Crates of masks snatched 
from cargo planes on airport 
tarmacs. Countries paying tri-
ple the market price to outbid 
others. Accusations of “mod-
ern piracy” against govern-
ments trying to secure medical 
supplies for their own people.

As the United States and Eu-
ropean Union countries com-
pete to acquire scarce medical 
equipment to combat the coro-
navirus, another troubling 
divide is also emerging, with 
poorer countries losing out to 
wealthier ones in the global 
scrum for masks and testing 
materials.

Scientists in Africa and Latin 
America have been told by man-
ufacturers that orders for vital 
testing kits cannot be filled for 
months, because almost every-
thing they produce is going to 
America or Europe. All coun-
tries report steep price increas-
es, from testing kits to masks.

“There is a war going on 
behind the scenes, and we’re 
most worried about poorer 
countries losing out,” said Dr. 
Catharina Boehme, the chief 
executive of Foundation for 
Innovative New Diagnostics, 
which collaborates with the 
World Health Organization in 
helping poorer countries gain 
access to medical tests.

For poorer countries, Dr. 
Boehme said the competition 
for resources has rapidly de-
volved into an arm-twisting 
exercise. Leaders of “every 
country” are personally call-
ing manufacturing chief ex-
ecutives to demand access 
to vital supplies, Dr. Boehme 
said. Some governments have 
offered to send private jets.

In Brazil, Amilcar Tanuri 

cannot offer private jets. Dr. Ta-
nuri runs public laboratories at 
the Federal University of Rio de 
Janeiro, half of which are “stuck 
doing nothing,” he said, because 
the chemical reagents needed 
to process tests are being rout-
ed to wealthier countries.

Brazil is Latin America’s 
hardest-hit country so far, with 
more than 41,000 confirmed 
cases and a testing backlog of 
at least 90,000. “If we purchase 
something to arrive in 60 days, 
it’s too late,” Dr. Tanuri said. 
“The virus goes faster than we 
can go.”

After reporting its first 
death on March 27, South Afri-
ca moved swiftly, introducing 
a lockdown and announcing 

house-to-house canvassing that 
has already seen 90,000 people 
tested. South Africa has more 
than 200 public labs, a network 
that surpasses wealthier coun-
tries like Britain.

But, like Brazil, it is reliant 
on international manufactur-
ers for the supplies needed to 
process the tests.

“We have the capacity to do 
large testing, but we’ve been 
bedeviled by the fact the actu-
al testing materials, reagents, 
haven’t been coming,” said Dr. 
Francois Venter, an infectious 
diseases expert. 

An industry representative 
said there was no shortage of 
chemical reagents but that de-
lays were arising because the 

huge demand was overwhelm-
ing the system.

“Manufacturers don’t just 
want to sell to rich countries,” 
said Paul Molinaro, head of sup-
ply and logistics for the World 
Health Organization. “They 
want to diversify, but they’ve 
got all this competing demand 
from different governments.”

He added: “When it comes 
to the sharp end of a hyper-
competitive environment with 
price rises, these low- and mid-
dle-income countries are go-
ing to end up at the back of the 
queue.”

Earlier this month, President 
Donald J. Trump invoked the 
Defense Production Act to pro-
hibit the export of face masks 

to other countries and demand 
that American firms increase 
production of medical supplies.

One American company that 
makes masks, 3M, respond-
ed by warning of “significant 
humanitarian implications” 
if it stopped supplying masks 
to Latin America and Canada. 
The company and the Trump 
administration reached a deal 
to continue exporting to devel-
oping countries.

Last month, Europe and Chi-
na introduced their own export 
restrictions on tests and pro-
tective equipment.

Zambia is at the beginning 
of its epidemic curve, but it is 
struggling to source masks 
and testing materials, said 
Charles Holmes, a board mem-
ber of the Centre for Infectious 
Disease Research in Zambia.

When Zambia tried to place 
an order for N95 masks, Dr. 
Holmes said, the broker tried 
to sell them for “five to 10 
times” more than the usual 
cost, despite revealing the 
masks expired in 2016. He said 
manufacturers have told Zam-
bian officials that they cannot 
guarantee a delivery date for 
supplies.

Health experts believe that it 
is in everyone’s interest to help 
poorer countries get the sup-
plies they need.

“An infection with a high-
ly transportable respiratory 
virus anywhere in the world 
puts all countries at risk,” Dr. 
Holmes said. “Wealthy nations 
not only have an obligation 
to look out for countries that 
are going to struggle, but they 
should also have some self in-
terest in ensuring that the pan-
demic is contained in develop-
ing countries.”

A border ban and 
the removal of 
minors and others. 

Migrants 
Carrying 
The Virus 
Deported

By CAITLIN DICKERSON  
and KIRK SEMPLE

In the scramble to contain 
the spread of Covid-19 in the 
United States, the Trump ad-
ministration continues its ag-
gressive immigration enforce-
ment agenda, deporting thou-
sands of people to their home 
countries, including some who 
are sick with the virus.

Dozens of Guatemalans 
flown home by United States 
immigration officials since 
late March tested positive for 
the coronavirus after return-
ing, according to Guatemalan 
authorities.

And deportations of chil-
dren who arrived at the bor-
der without adult guardians 
have risen sharply following 
stepped-up restrictions at the 
border adopted during the 
pandemic.

Last month, President 
Donald J. Trump sealed the 
southwestern border, saying 
the move was necessary to 
prevent migrants from car-
rying the coronavirus into 
the United States. But few, if 
any, people with the disease 
have crossed the border from 
Mexico, and Guatemalan 
authorities have accused the 
United States, which has the 
most coronavirus cases in the 
world, of sending infected peo-
ple back across its borders.

Deportations to Honduras 
and El Salvador have also 
continued.

In March, immigration 
officials completed 17,965 re-

movals, according to agency 
records. Total deportations 
have declined so far in April, 
however, with 2,985 removals 
of foreign nationals from all 
countries.

American officials said 
they were suspending remov-
als to Guatemala pending an 
investigation of that country’s 
claims.

A total of 95 minors trav-
eling without their parents 
were deported to Guatemala 
in March, up from 16 in Janu-

ary, according to the Guate-
malan government. A total of 
92 were deported to Guatema-
la during the first half of April.

The removal of unaccom-
panied children represents a 
change from previous prac-
tice, under which migrants 
designated as “unaccompa-
nied minors” were taken to 
shelters operated by the fed-
eral Office of Refugee Reset-
tlement and given a chance to 
apply for asylum in America.

Before the pandemic border 

ban, such young people were 
only deported after a legal 
process in which they were 
given access to social workers 
and, in some cases, lawyers.

“When you send kids back 
without any precautions, 
without any screening, you 
create a situation in which 
traffickers, smugglers and 
people who want to take ad-
vantage of them are literal-
ly waiting for them in these 
border towns,” said Michelle 
Brané, a migrant rights direc-
tor at the Women’s Refugee 
Commission.

The authorities in Gua-
temala have evaluated the 
health of deportees arriving 
at the airport in Guatemala 
City to screen for possible 
infection. Those who have a 
higher-than-normal tempera-
ture or other potential symp-
toms are whisked to a special 
hospital, officials said.

Recently, President Alejan-
dro Giammattei of Guatemala 
said that a suspension of de-
portation flights would contin-
ue until the United States was 
able to assure Guatemalan 
officials that deportees were 
being returned virus free.

American Immigration of-
ficials said they were doing a 
“visual screening” of deport-
ees and checking tempera-
tures before boarding flights.

Guatemalan officials re-
ported a total of 235 con-
firmed cases of Covid-19 in 
the country and seven deaths 
as of April 17. The official tally 
includes people who were re-
turned from the United States 
on deportation flights in re-
cent weeks.

Guatemala’s health minis-
ter, Hugo Monroy, said Amer-
ican deportation flights were 
aggravating the outbreak in 
Guatemala by returning in-
fected people.

The United States, Dr. Mon-
roy said, “has practically be-
come the Wuhan of America.”

Nic Wirtz contributed 
reporting.

Spain’s Children Feel 
Life Is Like ‘a Prison’

By ELIAN PELTIER  
and RAPHAEL MINDER

BARCELONA, Spain — For 
five weeks, Lia Aparicio Ce-
nador, 9, hasn’t been outside 
once. “I’ve forgotten what it’s 
like to be on a street.”

Millions of children in Spain, 
stuck at home since the author-
ities implemented a nationwide 
lockdown in mid-March, have 
been unable to exercise out-
side, take short walks or leave 
their house except for medical 
reasons.

Such measures, the strictest 
in Europe, have left countless 
children bored, exhausted and 
sometimes depressed.

As Spanish authorities have 
extended the lockdown into 
May, calls to ease confinement 
rules for children have recent-
ly intensified, as many parents 
and health specialists raise the 
alarm over the long-term con-
sequences confinement 
will have on their physical 
and mental health. Even in 
most of Italy, the worst hit 
country on the continent in 
terms of number of deaths, 
parents can take their chil-
dren out for a short walk.

“Parents can be angry,” 
said Diego Figuera, a psy-
chiatrist at the San Carlos 
hospital in Madrid who 
works with children. “How 
do you explain to them that 
you can take your dog out, 
but not your child?”

Mr. Figuera said that ex-
perts had advised Spain’s 
health ministry to confine 
children at the onset of the 
crisis because they were 
concerned that children 
could pass the virus to older 
people.

Spain, which has reported 
over 21,000 deaths from the 
virus, has started easing some 
aspects of its lockdown, allow-
ing construction sites and fac-
tories to reopen.

On April 18, Pedro Sánchez, 
Spain’s prime minister, said 
that some children will be able 
to go outside after April 27, as he 
announced another extension 
of the lockdown. Mr. Sánchez 
didn’t specify what exact lee-
way children would receive, but 
he suggested it would likely ap-
ply for those up to the age of 12. 

Parents are doing their best 
to keep their children busy and 
happy.

“She has adapted, but it’s 
traumatizing,” said Elena 
Parreño, who said her daugh-

ter, Maya Herrero, 7, had no 
energy and had experienced 
so many nightmares since the 
confinement started that she 
now sleeps with her and her 
husband. Maya said that she 
missed walking outside and 
going to her weekly swimming 
sessions. “It’s a little bit like be-
ing in a prison,” Ms. Parreño 
said. “They’re surviving.”

The lockdown has likely 
hit low-income families espe-
cially hard, since many live in 
cramped quarters.

Mafus Rohman and his wife, 
Samina, share a two-bedroom 
apartment with their 5-year-
old twins, who sleep in their 
bedroom, and an older family 
relative who sleeps in the oth-
er one. Mr. Rohman runs a bar 
that he has been forced to shut 
down during the lockdown.

“They keep asking what’s go-
ing on,” Mr. Rohman said. “At 

least we are all together.”
The children who may be 

at the most risk of suffering 
long-term effects from the 
lockdown, Mr. Figuera said  
are those who were in therapy 
before the crisis hit.

Children with autism, for ex-
ample, are given an exemption 
that allows them to go out with 
a parent, but some say they 
have tried to keep them inside 
to protect them.

Many children started the 
lockdown feeling agitated, 
parents say, but then boredom 
sunk in. “Being alone is very 
hard,” said Lia, who is an only 
child. She said she had stopped 
calling her friends because she 
had “nothing more to tell them” 
and preferred to play alone. 
“It’s been long, very long,” she 
added.

SAMUEL ARANDA FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

The Rohman family of five is 
confined to a two-bedroom 
apartment in Barcelona.

LUIS ECHEVERRIA/REUTERS

Relatives of migrants who were returned on United 
States deportation flights at a shelter in Guatemala City.

VICTOR MORIYAMA FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Brazil has a coronavirus testing backlog of at least 90,000. A burial in São Paulo.
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Strange Days Indeed

Pandemic 
Reveals 

Economy’s 
Frailties

With Tests, Germany Leads

By KATRIN BENNHOLD

BERLIN — Felix Germann was not 
expecting anyone when his doorbell 
rang. Outside was a doctor who looked 
like she had just stepped out of an oper-
ating theater, green scrubs, face mask 
and all — and a policeman.

The visitors had come with an unusu-
al proposal: Would he allow them to test 
his blood for Covid-19 antibodies? Every 
month? For a year? Starting next week?

He would be helping to further the sci-
ence that would ultimately allow for a 
controlled lifting of social and economic 
restrictions and save lives.

“Of course I said yes,” said Mr. Ger-
mann, a 41-year-old project manager at 
a media company. “I want to help. This 
is a collective crisis. The government is 
doing what it can. Everyone needs to do 
their bit.”

With that, Mr. Germann and his girl-

friend joined 3,000 households chosen 
at random in Munich for an ambitious 
study whose central aim is to under-
stand how many people — even those 
with no symptoms — have already had 
the coronavirus, a key variable to make 
decisions about public life in a pandemic.

The study is part of an aggressive 
approach to combat the coronavirus 
in a comprehensive way that has made 
Germany a leader among Western na-
tions figuring out how to control the 
contagion while returning to something  

resembling normal life.
Other nations are still struggling to 

test for infections. But Germany is doing 
that and more. It is aiming to sample the 
entire population for antibodies in com-
ing months, hoping to gain valuable in-
sight into how deeply the virus has pen-
etrated the society at large, how deadly 
it really is, and whether immunity might 
be developing.

The government hopes to use the  

When convulsive economic 
events happen, the implications 
can take years to play out, and spi-
ral in unpredictable directions.

Who would have thought that a 
crisis that began 
with mortgage de-
faults in American 
suburbs in 2007 
would lead to a fis-
cal crisis in Greece 
in 2010? Or that a 
stock market crash 

in New York in 1929 would contrib-
ute to the rise of fascists in Europe 
in the 1930s?

The world economy is an infinite-
ly complicated web of intercon-
nections. We each have a series of 
direct economic relationships we 
can see: the stores we buy from, 
the employer that pays our salary, 
the bank that makes us a home 
loan. But once you get two or three 
levels out, it’s really impossible 
to know with any confidence how 
those connections work.

And that, in turn, shows what is 
unnerving about the economic ca-
lamity accompanying the spread 
of the novel coronavirus.

“As much as I hope we are able 
to get ordinary economic activity 
back up, that’s just the begin-
ning of our problem,” said Adam 
Tooze, a historian at Columbia 

It is time for a quick pop 
quiz. Please, no cheating.

Ready? Here it is:
1) What day is today?
Pencils down — that is all. 

If you 
have been 
shut in over 
the past 
few weeks, 
the answer 
may not 
have come 
to you 
instantly. 
Life, for 

many, has lost its rhythm. 
“In this free-form, kind of 

weird world that we’re in right 
now, everybody’s internal 
clock is thrown,” Todd Mea-
ny, a television newscaster 
in Cleveland, Ohio, told The 

Times. Mr. Meany and his sta-
tion have been helping viewers 
keep track with a game-show-
style segment called “What 
Day Is It?” It is a humorous 
salve for a dark condition. 

“What makes Covid so 
weird is that the physical envi-
ronment looks very normal,” 
said  Mary McNaughton-Cas-
sill, a professor of psychology 
at the University of Texas at 
San Antonio. “But we have lost 
every single social anchor that 
we would normally use.” 

So people have been reach-
ing for new anchors. And old 
ones. Telecommunications 
providers anticipated a big 
increase in home internet 
use, but did not anticipate the 
revival of an ancient practice 
known as the telephone call.

“Voice is the new killer app,” 
said Chris Sambar, an execu-
tive at the American telecom-

munications company AT&T. 
Verizon, another provider, 

reported an average of 800 
million wireless voice calls a 
day during the week. That is 
more than twice the number 
made on Mother’s Day, one of 
the biggest call days.

“The move to staying at 
home has reignited people’s 
hunger to stay connected, 
voice to voice,” Verizon’s Kyle 
Malady said in a statement. 

And it does not necessarily 
matter whose voice they are 
connected to. Callers who are 
often considered a nuisance 
— telemarketers and pollsters 
— are suddenly finding people 
eager to talk to them, and to 
keep talking.

“People are dealing with 
anxiety, and they haven’t 
seen their family and friends,” 
Ayala Mitchell, a survey inter-
viewer, told The Times. “They 

just want to talk to someone.”
The conversations these 

days often turn personal, 
which complicates the job of 
callers like Ms. Mitchell, who 
strive to avoid any emotion-
al attachments that might 
influence survey answers. 
Ms. Mitchell recalled her con-
versation with a 92-year-old 
widow who had no family to 
check on her. “It was so sad 
and I thought, ‘Oh, God, I wish 
I could call her,’ ” she said.

LaShawn Nelson, another 
poll caller, knows that an-
guish. One woman she called 
began to weep after telling 
how she had lost her job.  
“When they say what they’re 
going through and we just 
move on to the next question, it 
seems like we’re not even hu-
man, like we don’t care,” Ms. 
Nelson said. “But we do care.”

If people want to keep 

talking to even the unfamiliar 
robo-caller, it makes sense 
how much they want to keep 
talking to Mom. Alyssa Mac-
Kenzie, who lives minutes 
away from her mother in Con-
necticut, called her recently to 
get her recipe for pasta e fagi-
oli. The hours slipped by.

“We started with the rec-
ipe,” Ms. MacKenzie said, 
“then talked about my young-
er brother, then my work, then 
her day, and next thing I knew, 
the soup was done.”

Why not linger in conversa-
tion when there is no place else 
to go? It is easy to see how peo-
ple might forget what day it is.

 “The difference between 
Friday and Saturday has been 
temporarily erased,” said 
Dr. McNaughton-Cassill, the 
professor in Texas. “You know 
you’re not going out today.”

ALAN MATTINGLY

NEIL 
IRWIN
ESSAY

For comments, write to 
nytweekly@nytimes.com.
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A culture with 
social distancing 
built in, with bows.

JAPAN DISPATCH

In State of Emergency, Last Call Is 8 P.M.
By MOTOKO RICH

TOKYO — It was a scene of 
normalcy, something friends 
in New York or London can on-
ly conjure in memory: a man 
and a woman, out for a drink.

Tokyo had already been in 
a coronavirus state of emer-
gency for several weeks. But 
through the windows of a nar-
row restaurant in Roppongi, 
a nightlife district in Tokyo, I 
could see them sipping from 
beer steins, chatting in non-so-
cial distancing proximity.

Several others waited, face 
masks pulled down under 
their chins, while cooks served 
up battered octopus balls.

Nobody was breaking any 
laws: Even Japan’s new state 
of emergency empowers gov-
ernors only to request that 
people stay home and that 
businesses close. The Tokyo 
governor has asked people to 
refrain from going out at night, 
but said restaurants and bars 
may stay open until 8 p.m., 
prompting jokes about the vi-
rus’s nocturnal habits.

Tokyo is a place where peo-
ple follow rules. They wait for 
green lights to cross streets. 
In subway stations, they board 
escalators single file.

But there is always room 
for subversion. On my route to 
work, I pass an alley book-end-
ed by “no smoking” signs, 
always crowded with smokers. 
Tokyo’s cacophonous (and 
alcohol-soaked) nightlife ca-
ters to employees seeking an 
escape from days conforming 
to Japan’s hierarchical work 
culture. Even with the virus, 
people don’t relinquish these 
outlets easily.

Some social distancing is 
also built in to the culture. We 
bow rather than shake hands. 
Hugging is rare. And while the 
Western world debated wheth-
er face masks were needed, 
Japanese did what came nat-
urally. Long before the virus, 
especially during winter flu 
seasons, Tokyo’s trains were 
filled with faces shielded be-

hind white masks.
That may partly explain 

why this city has seemed se-
duced by magical thinking, 
presuming we are immune 

when so many others around 
the world are not.

Even a member of Parlia-
ment refused to do what was 
being asked; he was kicked out 

of his political party when he 
admitted he visited a so-called 
hostess bar in Tokyo after 
the state of emergency was 
declared.

Some of the “resistance,” if 
you will, is rooted in the work 
culture, where employees fear 
they will be deemed slackers if 
they don’t show up to work.

Although schools have 
been closed and large events 
canceled since the beginning 
of March, much of life in this 
city — by most measures the 
world’s largest — continued 
as normal until early April. 
(The crush of people did 
start to thin with the Tokyo 

emergency declaration, but 
remember this is ordinarily a 
place of teeming crosswalks 
and breath-shortening packed 
trains at rush hour, so less 
crowded is a relative term.)

Now, people do seem to be 
taking requests to stay at 
home more seriously.

Japan had 11,135 infections 
and 263 deaths as of April 21. 

As Tokyo ties to hang on to 
some sense of itself, it feels like 
people are trying to thread a 
needle they cannot see. The 
government says residents 
need to reduce human contact 
by 80 percent to flatten the 
curve. Yet it seems too many 
people are trying to squeeze 
into the 20 percent.

At home in our living room, 
we periodically hear loud-
speaker messages booming 
over our neighborhood. 
“Please refrain from going 
outside,” we are told. I wonder 
if enough people are listening.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY NORIKO HAYASHI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Japan is under a state of emergency. A Pachinko parlor, 
top. Signs warned customers to maintain distancing at a 
shop in Tokyo, where residents mostly follow the rules. 
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Neighbors Suffer as China Dams Mekong

Birdsong 
Quieted  
In Jungles  
Of Sumatra 

Russia Is the Real Winner in a Libyan War
By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

TRIPOLI — Early last spring, 
just before a planned Ameri-
can-backed peace conference 
between warring factions in 
Libya, the aspiring Libyan 
strongman Khalifa Hifter ar-
ranged a phone call with John 
R. Bolton, then the White House 
national security adviser.

Mr. Hifter did not want to 
talk peace. A former Libyan 
Army general and onetime 
C.I.A. client, Mr. Hifter wanted 
a White House blessing for a 
surprise attack to seize Tripo-
li, the capital, before the peace 
talks commenced.

Mr. Bolton did not say no.
The attack, launched April 

4, 2019, backfired badly. Mr. 
Hifter failed to capture Tripo-
li, overextended his forces and 
restarted a civil war — killing 
thousands and displacing hun-
dreds of thousands more. The 
fighting has cut off the flow of 
Libyan oil, injected new volatil-
ity into the region and severely 
diminished Washington’s in-
fluence.

But one apparent winner has 
emerged: the Kremlin. Russia 
has taken advantage of three 
years of muddled messages 
from the Trump administra-
tion to become a critical king-
maker in Libya, a geopolitical 
prize with vast energy re-

serves and a strategic location 
on the Mediterranean.

Mr. Bolton’s call with Mr. 
Hifter — described by a former 
senior administration official 
as well as three Western diplo-
mats briefed by both Mr. Hifter 
and American officials — ap-
pears to have played into the 
Russian machinations.

Days before the call, private 
Russian operatives in Libya re-
ported to Moscow that Mr. Hift-
er was a flawed and outmatched 
military leader sure to fail if he 
ever tried to conquer the capi-
tal, according to secret Russian 
documents seized in Tripoli and 
viewed by The New York Times. 
The operatives saw opportunity 
in his weakness and suggested 
that Russia could win leverage 
over Mr. Hifter if it sent merce-
naries to bolster his so-called 
Libyan National Army.

Washington’s inconsistent 
position on Libya — supporting 
the peace process even as the 
White House has signaled that 
President Donald J. Trump fa-
vors Mr. Hifter — has played 
a major role in prolonging the 
chaos. The absence of a strong 
American policy has opened 
the door to interference from 
competing American partners, 
including Turkey, Egypt and 
the United Arab Emirates.

Yet it is Russia that is now 

best positioned to dominate 
Libya.

An arm of the Kremlin con-
trols dozens of social media 
accounts promoting Mr. Hifter 
and other favored clients, in-
cluding the eldest son of Mua-
mmar el-Qaddafi, Libya’s for-
mer dictator, according to the 
operatives’ report. 

At the same time, the Rus-
sian military has worked be-
hind the scenes to surround 
Mr. Hifter with many of its old 
partners from the Qaddafi-era 
security forces, encouraging 
Qaddafi henchmen to return 
from exile. The Kremlin also 
has built ties to a potential gov-
erning party-in-waiting, the 
documents show.

Representatives for the 
White House and Mr. Bolton 
declined to comment.

Libya had foundered in cha-
os since a NATO air campaign 
helped oust Colonel Qaddafi 
during the Arab Spring up-
risings of 2011. Extortionist 
militias, militant extremists 
and migrant traffickers ran 
amok as the country was di-
vided into fiefs. Officially, the 
United States recognized only 
the United Nations-sponsored 
provisional government.

But Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Zayed of the United 
Arab Emirates and Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah el-Sisi of 
Egypt told Mr. Trump that 
the provisional government 
was hopelessly weak and 
riddled with Islamists, and 
warned of an Islamist domino 
effect across the region, ac-
cording to two former senior  
administration officials.

The April 4 attack stunned 
the world. The United Nations 
secretary general, António Gu-
terres, had just landed in Tripo-
li for the peace talks. He urged 
Mr. Hifter to pull back, a mes-
sage endorsed by Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo. American 
military forces hurriedly left 
the city.

“It seemed as if the Ameri-
cans were switching sides in 
a way that didn’t make sense,” 
said Peter Millett, the British 
ambassador to Libya until 
2018. “There was confusion 
and massive surprise in the in-
ternational community.”

Even with the coronavirus 
spreading in Libya, Mr. Hifter 
has continued shelling Tripoli, 
even targeting a major hospi-
tal. And the mercenaries have 
given Russia a de facto veto 
over any end to the conflict.

“This has been Russia’s 
dream since World War II,” 
said Fathi Bashagha, the in-
terior minister of the Tripoli 
government, quoting Winston 
Churchill’s wartime statement 
that Moscow saw Libya as the 
“soft underbelly” of Europe.

“To get Russian feet on Lib-
yan soil.”

By HANNAH BEECH

BANGKOK — As China was 
stricken by the coronavirus in 
late February, its foreign min-
ister addressed a concerned 
crowd in Laos, where farmers 
and fishers across the Mekong 
River region were contending 
with the worst drought in living 
memory.

His message: We feel your 
pain. The foreign minister, 
Wang Yi, said China was also 
suffering from arid conditions 
that were sucking water from 
one of the world’s most produc-
tive rivers.

But new research from cli-
matologists shows for the first 
time that China, where the 
headwaters of the Mekong 
spring forth from the Tibetan 
Plateau, was not experienc-
ing the same hardship at all. 
Instead, Beijing’s engineers 
appear to have directly caused 
the record low water levels by 
limiting the river’s flow.

“The satellite data doesn’t 
lie, and there was plenty of wa-
ter in the Tibetan Plateau, even 

as countries like Cambodia and 
Thailand were under extreme 
duress,” said Alan Basist, who  
worked on the report. 

The Mekong is one of the 
most fertile rivers on earth, 
nurturing tens of millions of 
people with its nutrient-rich 
waters and fisheries. But a se-
ries of dams, mostly in China, 
have robbed the river’s riches.

Those who depend on its in-
land fisheries say their catches 
have declined. Droughts and 
floods have buffeted farmers.

Beijing’s control of the up-
stream Mekong, which pro-
vides as much as 70 percent of 
the downstream water in the 
dry season, has raised concern. 

“The problem is that the Chi-
nese elite see water as some-
thing for their use, not as a 
shared commodity,” said Brian 
Eyler, author of “Last Days of 

the Mighty Mekong.”
Some countries, like Sri Lan-

ka and Djibouti, have fallen 
into what critics fear are debt 
traps, as strategic projects end 
up in Chinese hands. Other na-
tions are worried that China is 
simply another power eager to 
vacuum up natural resources.

“This is part of China’s busi-
ness development,” said Chain-
arong Setthachua, a lecturer at 
Mahasarakham University in 
northeastern Thailand. “The 
lay people who depend on the 
resources of the Mekong River 
for their livelihoods and income 
are automatically excluded.”

Mr. Basist and a colleague 
found that for most years, the 
flow of the upstream Mekong 
roughly tracked water levels 
measured downstream at a 
gauge in Thailand.

When there was a season-
al drought in China, the five 
downstream nations — Myan-
mar, Thailand, Laos, Cambo-
dia and Vietnam — would even-
tually feel it. When there was 
overabundant water in China, 
floods ensued.

But during last year’s wet 
season, as China’s section of 

the Mekong wel-
comed an above 
average volume 
of water, down-
stream countries 
were stricken by a 
drought so crush-
ing that parts of the 
river dried up entirely.

During the 28-year period 
they studied this gauge, the sci-
entists calculated that dams in 
China had held back more than 
125 meters of river height. Add-
ing to the downstream pain 
were sudden releases of water, 
which came unannounced and 
drowned crops.

The river rushes through 
gorges in China, making it im-
practical for economic activity 
other than hydropower. Today, 
the Chinese section of the riv-
er in the nation’s southwest is 
punctuated by 11 major dams.

Yet even as Beijing began 
its hydropower push on the 
Mekong, it refused to join Thai-

land, Cambodia, Vietnam and 
Laos in a regional group dedi-
cated to the river’s health. In-
stead, Beijing created its own 
initiative in Cambodia. Critics 
accuse the initiative of being 
less a mechanism for protect-
ing the river and more a mouth-
piece for China’s campaign on 
the Mekong.

“Glaciers are bank accounts 
of water but with climate 
change they’re melting fast,” 
Mr. Basist said. “The Chinese 
are building safe deposit boxes 
on the upper Mekong because 
they know the bank account is 
going to be depleted eventual-
ly and they want to keep it in 
reserve.”

By RICHARD C. PADDOCK

CURUP, Indonesia — Hiding 
in the dense Sumatran jun-
gle, the poacher chose a thin 
branch, coated it with home-
made glue and played a snippet 
of birdsong on an old cellphone. 
Within moments, three tiny 
birds alighted on the branch 
and were trapped.

Known as ashy tailorbirds, 
they were destined for the In-
donesian island of Java, where 
they were likely to spend their 
lives in a collector’s cage.

Millions of similar birds are 
stolen from the wild every year, 
and prized specimens can ulti-
mately sell for $47,000. 

An illicit trade takes many of 
the birds to Indonesia’s capital, 

Jakarta, where they are en-
tered into high-stakes singing 
competitions.

The poacher, named Afrizal, 
has caught more than 200,000 
songbirds over the past 15 
years. “I do this work to sur-
vive,” he said, setting a new 
trap. “Of course, I feel guilty. If 
they die, I feel even sadder.”

Officials and conservation-
ists say wild songbirds are dis-
appearing across Indonesia. 
Much of the demand is fueled 
by the growing craze for bird 
singing contests.

Keeping caged songbirds is a 
centuries-old tradition among 
Javanese men of wealth and 
power. But the singing con-
tests have become a popular 

phenomenon, and so, too, has 
owning birds.

Before large gatherings 
were suspended because of the 
coronavirus, more than 1,000 
songbird competitions were 
held each year, and many drew 
thousands of people.

Especially sought after is the 
murai batu, known in English 
as a white-rumped shama, 
which can mimic the melodies 
of other songbirds. It is a spe-
cies favored by President Joko 
Widodo and others, and one 
that is fast disappearing.

Marison Guciano, founder 
and executive director of the 
bird protection organization 
Flight, estimates that poach-
ers capture more than 20 mil-

lion songbirds a year, primar-
ily from Sumatra, Indonesia’s 
third-largest island.

“For the songbird, the smug-
gling is massive and open,” he 
said. “Actually, songbird smug-
gling is considered to be a nor-
mal thing. The laundering pro-
cess is happening right in front 
of our eyes.”

Indonesian officials ac-
knowledge that some members 
of the police and military are 
involved in the illicit trade.

In late January, thousands of 
bird aficionados attended the 
South Jakarta Police Chief’s 
Cup. Sixty individual contests 
were held. Up to 77 birds were 
entered in each event. The top 
prize was $715. Addressing the 

crowd, the police chief claimed 
that songbird competitions 
helped to save the species.

In 2018, Mr. Joko’s environ-
ment ministry tried to safe-
guard the murai batu by listing 
it as a protected species. Out-
raged bird owners protested, 
and the ministry reversed its 
decision.

Mr. Marison has urged the 
government to close the bird 
markets — from small opera-
tions to the Pramuka market in 
Jakarta, the biggest bird mar-
ket in Southeast Asia.

“Keeping the birds is not ben-
eficial at all for the ecosystem 
or for the welfare of the birds,” 
he said. “It is only for the plea-
sure of the owner.”

SERGEY PONOMAREV FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES
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A billboard for Khalifa 
Hifter in Benghazi.
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Muktita Suhartono 
contributed reporting.

Bird singing contests are driving 
the capture of wild songbirds in 
Indonesia. Poachers apply glue 
to branches to trap birds like the 
Arctic Warbler, above.

Tens of millions 
of people depend 

on the Mekong 
River. 

As a river dries 
up, farmers and 
fishermen struggle.
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University in New York.
It would be foolish to make 

predictions about how the 
world economic order will 
look in five years, or even in 
five months.

But one lesson of these 
episodes of economic tumult 
is that surprising ripple 
effects tend to result from 
longstanding unaddressed 
frailties. Crises bring to the 
fore issues easy to ignore in 
good times.

One obvious candidate is 
globalization, in which com-
panies can move production 
wherever it’s most efficient, 
people can hop on a plane 
and go anywhere, and mon-
ey can flow to wherever it 
will be put to its highest use. 
The idea of a world economy 
with America at its center 
was already falling apart. 
There are signs that the 
Covid-19 crisis is exaggerat-
ing, and possibly cementing, 
those changes.

“There will be a rethink 
of how much any country 
wants to be reliant on any 
other country,” said Eliza-
beth Economy, a senior fel-
low at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. “I don’t think fun-
damentally this is the end of 
globalization. But this does 
accelerate the type of think-
ing that has been going on in 
the Trump administration, 
that there are critical tech-
nologies, critical resources, 
reserve manufacturing ca-
pacity that we want here in 
the U.S. in case of crisis.”

France’s finance minister 
directed French companies 
to re-evaluate their supply 
chains to become less de-
pendent on China and other 
Asian nations. The United 
States Customs and Border 
Protection has said it will 
seize exports of certain med-
ical supplies. 

“I think companies are 
actively talking about resil-
ience,” said Susan Lund, a 
partner at McKinsey & Com-
pany. “To what extent would 
companies be willing to 
sacrifice quarter-to-quarter 
efficiency for resilience over 
the long term?”

She envisions not so much 
a full-scale retreat from 
global trade as a shift toward 
regional trade blocs and 
greater emphasis on having 
companies build redundancy 
into their supply networks. 
Governments will probably 
insist that goods like phar-
maceuticals and medical 
equipment rely more on do-
mestic production.

In a past de-globalization 
— the unwinding of global 
commerce that took place 
amid World War I and the 
1918 flu epidemic — there 
was also a remaking of the 
global financial system, with 
the British pound losing its 
pre-eminence. Signs point 
the other way: toward the 
dollar’s becoming even more 
entrenched at the center of 
the global financial system.

European officials have 
been reluctant to take steps 
that would make the euro 
more central to the world 
currency system. And China 
has been reluctant to re-
make its financial system in 
ways that could enable the 
renminbi to become more 
crucial to world commerce.

At times over the last 12 
years, it has felt as if the 
world were reliving the pe-
riod of 1918 to 1939, but with 
the events out of order. That 
era had a global financial 
collapse; a rise of authoritar-
ianism; the emergence of a 
new economic superpower 
(America then, China now); 
and a pandemic.

One thing seems clear: 
History can be scary when 
you don’t know how it ends.

findings to unravel a riddle that 
will allow Germany to move 
securely into the next phase 
of the pandemic: Which of the 
far-reaching social and eco-
nomic restrictions that have 
slowed the virus are most ef-
fective and which can be safely 
lifted?

The same questions are be-
ing asked around the world. 
Other countries like Iceland 
and South Korea have test-
ed broadly for infections, or 
combined testing with digi-
tal tracking to undercut the 
spread of the virus.

In hard-hit Italy, antibody 
tests — and the potential of 
“immunity licenses” — have 
lingered over a national debate 
over how and when to reopen 
the country. Regional presi-
dents have turned to antibody 
tests as a way to better chart in-
fections but also to get a sense 
of which workers might have 
the desired antibodies to pos-
sibly provide protection and 
return to work. 

But even the best laid plans 
can go awry. Singapore took 

extensive measures to stop the 
virus, and appeared to have 
succeeded, only to have the vi-
rus intensify. 

Germany, which produces 
most of its own high-quality 
test kits, is already testing on 
a greater scale than most — 
120,000 a day and growing in a 
nation of 83 million.

Chancellor Angela Merkel, a 
trained scientist, said recently 
that the aim was nothing less 
than tracing “every infection 
chain.”

That high level of testing has 
helped her country slow the 
spread of the virus and keep 
the number of deaths relatively 
low. More people in Germany 
now recover from the virus ev-
ery day than are infected by it. 
Every 10 people infected with 
the virus now pass it to seven 
others — a sharp decline in the 
infection rate for a virus that 
has spread exponentially.

The Munich antibody study, 
run by the Division of Infec-
tious Diseases and Tropical 

Medicine at Munich University 
Hospital, and partly financed 
by the state of Bavaria, is the 
biggest of several regional 
studies being rolled out in Ger-
many. 

Scientists caution that there 
is no proof yet that the detec-
tion of antibodies signals ef-
fective immunity, and even if it 
does, it is not known how long 
that immunity might last.

The Robert Koch Institute, 
the government’s central sci-
entific institution in the field 
of biomedicine, is testing 5,000 
samples from blood banks 
across the country every two 
weeks and 2,000 people in four 
hot spots who are farther along 
in the cycle of the disease. 

Its most ambitious project, 
aiming to test a nationwide 
random sample of 15,000 peo-
ple, is scheduled to begin next 
month.

“In the free world, Germany 
is the first country looking into 
the future,” said Michael Hoe-
lscher, who is leading the Mu-
nich study, noting that other 
countries had asked him for the 
protocol to replicate it. “We are 
leading the thinking of what to 
do next.”

Asymptomatic transmission 
is what has made containment 
so difficult because a large 
number of infections are not 
detected. Measuring the num-
ber of hidden infections and 
getting a sense of the true scale 
of the disease is key to fine-tun-
ing the loosening of restric-
tions and minimizing income 
loss and social isolation, scien-
tists say.

Some interim results have 
already come out.

In Gangelt, a small town 
of about 12,000 in northwest 
Germany, tests of a first group 
of 500 residents found that 14 
percent had antibodies to the 
virus. Another 2 percent test-
ed positive for the coronavi-
rus, raising hopes that about 
15 percent of the local popula-
tion may already have some  

degree of immunity.
“The process toward reach-

ing herd immunity has begun,” 
said Hendrik Streeck, director 
of the Institute of Virology at 
the University Hospital Bonn, 
who is leading the study. 

And even if 15 percent of 
Gangelt has some degree of 
immunity, levels of immunity 
are almost certain to be lower 
elsewhere in the country.

The Munich study is expect-
ed to be more nuanced in its 
findings because it follows par-
ticipants like Mr. Germann for 
a whole year. In addition to reg-
ular blood tests, there will be 
questions about mental health 
and income loss.

“We are at a crossroads,” Mr. 
Hoelscher said. “Are we going 
the route of loosening more 
and increasing immunity in 
the summer to slow the spread 
of this in the winter and gain 
more freedom to live public 
life? Or are we going to try to 
minimize transmissions until 
we have a vaccine?”

“This is a question for poli-
ticians, not for scientists,” he 
added. “But politicians need 
the data to make an informed 
risk assessment.” 

Mr. Hoelscher got the idea 
for the antibody study in the 
shower. It was March 19, the 
day before the state of Bavaria 
announced its lockdown.

“I thought to myself if we’re 
going into lockdown, we need 
to start working on an exit 
strategy now,” he said.

The next day, he said, he 
wrote a short pitch to the Ba-
varian government. Six hours 
later, he had received approv-
al. It took another three weeks 
until the test kits had arrived, a 
new lab was opened and teams 
of medics started fanning out 
across the city.

Six days after they first rang 
his doorbell, a doctor and two 
medical students came back to 
Mr. Germann’s apartment.

They put on disposable pro-
tection suits, gloves and gog-
gles, and one of them took a 
small vial of his blood. Then 
they removed and bagged their 
suits, disinfected any surface 
they had touched and left. It 
took 10 minutes.

“I was like, wow, it was a per-
fect choreography,” Mr. Ger-
mann said. “It’s impressive to 
think they have teams doing 
this all across the city.”

An interim result of the study 
could be released as early as 
June.

Mr. Germann will get his 
first results soon. He is curious.

“You kind of wonder, was 
that last cold I had corona?” he 
said.

By ANDREW HIGGINS

MOSCOW — Nearly as big 
as California but served by 
only a handful of mostly de-
crepit Soviet-era hospitals, 
the remote northern Russian 
region of Komi is a coronavirus 
petri dish for the horrors lying 
in wait for the world’s largest 
country.

Amid growing evidence 
that the pathogen had already 
breached Komi’s feeble defens-
es, the local authorities moved 
vigorously recently to contain 
the crisis: The police sum-
moned critics of the regional 
government to ask how they 
knew about an outbreak in a 
hospital at a time when officials 
in Komi were insisting nobody 
had been infected.

Among those called in for 
questioning was Pavel An-
dreev, the director of 7x7 Komi, 
an independent online journal 
that revealed last month how 
a surgeon in a Komi state hos-
pital sick with Covid-19 had in-
fected patients.

Mr. Andreev said the police 
officer who led the interroga-
tion mainly wanted to know 
about a comment the media 
director had posted online that 
said, “It is impossible to trust 
the state, even in hospitals.”

The police intervention was 
carried out at the behest of 
Komi’s health minister, who 
was fired recently for his mis-
handling of the pandemic. It 
highlights one of Russia’s big-
gest obstacles as it struggles to 
control the spread of the virus 
in its vast and often ramshack-
le hinterland: a lumbering 
bureaucratic machine geared 
first and foremost to protecting 
officials, even after they lose 
their jobs, not safeguarding the 
public or its health.

Unlike China, Russia is not a 
ruthlessly efficient police state 
but more a haphazard confed-
eration of bureaucrats.

Russia’s president, Vladimir 
V. Putin, well aware of his coun-
try’s dysfunctions, has spent 
time haranguing officials in 
far-flung regions, ordering 
them to get a grip.

But faced with a pandemic 
that does not respond to the 
Kremlin’s go-to tools of pro-
paganda and repression, Mr. 
Putin has mostly delegated 
handling of the coronavirus to 
these same regional leaders. In 
doing so, the Kremlin has only 
empowered instincts, deeply 
entrenched in many local gov-
ernments, to try to cover up 
bad news.

Mr. Putin, in an address to 
the nation to mark Orthodox 
Easter on April 19, assured 
Russians, “The situation is un-
der total control.”

Shortly after he spoke from 

his country retreat, however, 
the health authorities report-
ed more than 6,000 new in-
fections across Russia, by far 
the biggest one-day rise yet. 
Russia’s total was nearing 
53,000 on April 21. More wor-
rying, more than two-thirds of 
these new cases were outside 
Moscow, which had previously 
accounted for the bulk of new 
infections. Russia’s death toll, 

clouded by faulty reporting, 
stood on April 21 at just 456. 
By the same date, the United 
States had about 43,000 deaths.

After three days of claiming 
there had been no new coro-
navirus cases, Komi, with a 
population of under a million, 
on April 21 reported 97 new in-
fections. That made it Russia’s 
third most-infected area after 
Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

Komi has since been overtak-
en by the Nizhny Novgorod 
region, but has the highest per 
capita rate of infection after 
Moscow.

Thanks to the work of inde-
pendent news outlets, it has 
been common knowledge in 
Komi for weeks that a hos-
pital in Ezhva, an industrial 
area just outside the regional 
capital, became a hot zone in 
March after a surgeon there 
kept working despite having 
symptoms of the virus. With 
scant access to tests, hospi-
tal staff members there were 
asked to monitor their breath-
ing for signs of illness and giv-
en X-rays.

It is uncertain how many 
death certificates have been 
falsified to hide the number of 
Covid-19 deaths. But a number 
of confirmed cases of coronavi-
rus fatalities have been wrong-
ly and apparently delibertely 
misclassified.

Unable to hide the numbers, 
Komi officials finally owned up 
to having a serious problem, 
and were promptly punished 
by the Kremlin. 

Komi’s new governor has 
been more transparent, but the 
bureaucracy he inherited still 
leans toward obfuscation.

Ernest Mezak, a Komi legal 
activist who has investigated 
the fiasco in Ezhva, said in a 
telephone interview that he did 
not think local officials were 
under any orders from Moscow 
to lie but simply feared telling 
the truth in a system that gives 
little incentive for honesty.

“Putin is not sitting in a bun-
ker telling everyone to hide the 
truth,” Mr. Mezak said. “Local 
officials lie because this is what 
they have always done. It is a 
habit.”

LAM YIK FEI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

A trade expert foresees a shift to regional blocs, not a 
full retreat from global trade. The Hong Kong terminal.
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Pandemic Exposes 
Economy’s Frailties

Germany Tries Antibody Tests

Christopher F. Schuetze 
contributed reporting.
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Russian Censorship Fails to Halt an Outbreak
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The Munich study tracks 
participants for a year. 
Frozen blood samples. 

A 10-minute blood 
test could help a 
country to reopen.

Tracking an Outbreak: Global Response

A clinic in 
Moscow shut 

down after the 
head doctor 

infected several 
patients with 

the coronavirus. 
Above, a Komi 

woman visited the 
gravesite of her 

grandmother, who 
had died from 

Covid-19.
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By PRIYA KRISHNA

For the 20,000 members of 
the Oglala Sioux Tribe living 
on the Pine Ridge Indian Res-
ervation — an 800,000-hectare 
expanse in southern South Da-
kota — social distancing is cer-
tainly feasible. Putting food on 
the table? Less so.

Getting food has long been a 
challenge. For a lot of people, 
the nearest grocery store is a 
two-hour drive away. Many 
rely on United States govern-
ment programs, including one 
that provides boxes of food 
(historically lacking in healthy 
options) to low-income fami-
lies. Diabetes rates run very 
high. The coronavirus crisis 
has only made it harder, as 
shelves of the few groceries 
empty out, shipments are de-
layed because of supply chain 
disruptions, and hunting and 
gathering are restricted by 
government regulations and 
environmental conditions.

But the Oglala Sioux, like 
many other Native Americans, 
are relying on the practices — 
seed saving, canning, dehy-
drating — that their forebears 
developed to survive harsh 
conditions, with limited sup-
plies. 

“You’re forced to stay in a 
specific area, you’re told to 
trust the government, you’re 
told food will be scarce — wel-
come to 1700s Native nation,” 
said Jamie Azure, the tribal 
chairman of the Turtle Moun-
tain Band of Chippewa, in 
North Dakota. 

Big stores and processed 
foods have eroded some of the 
old customs. But now, faced 
with a disrupted food system, 
many are looking back to them.

Milo Yellow Hair, who lives 
on the Pine Ridge Reservation, 
is preparing 8,000 seedlings 
of squash and corn — hearty 
crops with a short growing 
time — to plant in people’s 
yards. Many residents live 
without electricity to run re-
frigerators or freezers, so 

to prepare for what could be 
weeks or months of staying in-
doors, he is encouraging people 
to dry vegetables. Corn, for ex-
ample, can be cooked and dried 
to be used as a base for soups 
and stews.

“Here on the reservation it is 
a day-by-day existence,” said 
Mr. Yellow Hair, 70, who works 
for the nonprofit Slim Buttes 
Agricultural Development Pro-
gram. “If this thing goes crazy 
and the external food services 
stop, the food we grow locally is 
going to be paramount to meet 
this need.”

The coronavirus emergency 
is dire for the Navajo Nation in 
Arizona, Utah and New Mexi-

co, with hundreds of cases and 
dozens of deaths.

“People are told to self-iso-
late at home with no drinking 
water and not enough food,” 
said Denisa Livingston, who 
helps fellow Native Americans 
grow their own food, in her job 
as Slow Food International In-
digenous Councilor of the Glob-
al North.

Residents with gardens are 
making crops available to 
others. Some are assembling 
care packages for elders that 
include, among other things, 
ingredients for fry bread, a 
Navajo staple with a compli-
cated history, as it was cre-
ated using rations from the  

federal government.
In North Dakota, the Turtle 

Mountain Band of Chippewa 
has a strong tradition of can-
ning crops like beets, cucum-
bers and carrots. Many fam-
ilies are now donating their 
stockpiles to those on the res-
ervation in need.

“You don’t think twice about 
it,” Mr. Azure said . “And then 
when the Covid-19 threat 
comes through, you realize 
how important all of this is.” 

In Alaska, the Athabaskan 
peoples have long dealt with 
brutal, protracted winters by 
preserving produce and freez-
ing meats. Cynthia Erickson, 
who is 56 and an owner of the 

only grocery store in her vil-
lage, Tanana, has a freezer full 
of moose, caribou and fish.

But she has been struggling 
to get her usual suppliers to fill 
orders. The tribe may ask Gov-
ernor Mike Dunleavy to open 
moose hunting season (which 
normally begins in August or 
September) early if the food 
supply runs low, she said. 

“My grandparents had 12 
kids and a little cabin, and they 
survived hunting beavers, 
moose and fish,” she said. “We 
are tough people.”

White corn production is 
ramping up on the Oneida Na-
tion of Wisconsin’s reserva-
tion. The crop is a longstanding 
staple because of its many nu-
trients. Rebecca and Stephen 
Webster, a Native married 
couple who own a four-hectare 
farm, have been giving their 
prized seeds to families on the 
reservation in exchange for 
whatever they can offer, even 
just a jar of jam.

Thosh Collins and Chelsey 
Luger, a married couple who 
founded an Indigenous well-
ness program called Well for 
Culture, live near Scottsdale, 
Arizona, an affluent city with 
high-end grocery stores. 

Still, they have been taking 
daily drives to the Salt River 
Pima-Maricopa Indian Com-
munity, where Mr. Collins, 
37, grew up, to harvest cactus 
buds, berries and wild onions. 
They own a plot of land there 
where they plan to put a house. 

Ms. Luger, 32, said Na-
tive  Americans are uniquely 
well-positioned to weather the 
pandemic. 

“We’re not as far away from 
our traditional ways of life as 
most Americans are,” she said. 
“Our sense of community and 
family is as strong as ever.”

Foraging, saving 
seeds and canning 
in a time of crisis.

Native People Fight Isolation With Tradition

Julia O’Malley contributed 
reporting.
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Cynthia Erickson, above, 
said she feared shortages 
at her grocery store. 
Rebecca Webster, left, has 
been sharing white corn 
seeds with other families.
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By AMIE TSANG

The actor Patrick Stewart 
once called the world of jig-
saw puzzles a “secret society.” 
There were always high-profile 
fans, like the actor Hugh Jack-
man, but most only whispered 
about their passion.

Now, with much of the world 
under lockdown and looking to 
kill time, jigsaw puzzles have 
taken on a new role: a tool to 
save humanity. 

Australia’s prime minister, 
Scott Morrison, even referred 
to jigsaws as essential, and al-
lowed people to leave the house 
to buy them.

Celebrities and common-
ers, stuck in their homes, have 
shown off their puzzles. The 
talk-show host Ellen DeGe-
neres recorded her travails 
with a 4,000-piece puzzle on 
Instagram.

The rush to get hold of a jig-
saw puzzle has put companies 
under pressure as demand 
surges past Christmas levels.

Ravensburger, a German 
puzzle maker with global sales 
of about $600 million, has been 
trying to meet the demand 
even as social-distancing mea-
sures have limited the number 
of puzzles it can make at its fac-
tory in the south of Germany.

The company can’t easily 
ramp up production, because 
each new puzzle takes weeks 
to create. Each piece is drawn 
by hand and must be uniquely 
shaped, to avoid one fitting into 
the wrong place. Before a puz-
zle is cut, each piece is sketched 
on a sheet of paper draped over 
the finished image.

Pieces of metal are shaped to 
form an elaborate cookie cut-
ter. It takes about four weeks 
to build one. The cutter can be 
used only a limited number 
of times before its edges are 
dulled. It can be resharpened 

once and is then discarded.
Before any pieces are cut, the 

company chooses the right im-
age for a puzzle. “Very rarely 
does it work well to just take a 
good-looking image and put it 
on a puzzle package,” said Filip 
Francke, the chief executive of 
Ravensburger in North Amer-
ica.

 People tend to prefer images 
jam-packed with details, in-
stead of broad swaths of color 
— unless they want to torture 
themselves with a one-color 
puzzle.

“We’re looking at an immer-
sive image that allows you 
as the puzzler to kind of get 
transported into a different 
place, potentially even time,” 
said Thomas Kaeppeler, presi-
dent of Ravensburger in North 
America. “Picture that beach 
scene.”

Images that evoke a sense 
of coziness (or “hygge”) are 
always popular. But interests 
will vary by age. One British 
company, Gibsons, has a line 
targeted at millennials that 
features avocados.

Ravensburger runs focus 
groups and monitors platforms 
like Reddit, Instagram and Et-
sy to identify trends. Once an 
image is created, pasted onto 
cardboard and the pieces are 
designed, the cookie cutter 
is laid on top and 1,000 tons of 
pressure is applied.

Retailers have been scram-
bling to deal with the demand.

Charles King, the director at 
Jigsaw Puzzles Direct in En-
gland, fretted about maintain-
ing customer service as his in-
ventory ran low. He was trying 
to fulfill thousands of orders a 
day. Many of his customers are 
older. “You’re worried about a 
lot of your customers,” he said.

Joe Rushton, the director of 
Yorkshire Jigsaw, another re-
tailer in the north of England, 
said the company has been 
receiving a month’s worth of 
orders each day, and is “pretty 
much cleaned out” until more 
puzzles come in. Many cus-
tomers were saying they would 
take whatever was available.

Mr. Rushton said, “It almost 
feels like a war footing.”

For Flight Crews,  
An Anxious Time

The World Waits 
As Puzzle Makers 
Hurry to Produce

With Virus, Robots Welcome in Workplace
By MICHAEL CORKERY  

and DAVID GELLES

The recycling industry was 
already struggling before the 
pandemic. Now, cities are sus-
pending recycling services, 
partly out of fear that workers 
might contract the coronavirus 
from one another while sorting 
through bottles and boxes.

One solution: Let robots do 
the job.

Since the coronavirus took 
hold in the United States last 
month, AMP Robotics in Col-
orado has seen a “significant” 
increase in orders for its robots 
that use artificial intelligence 
to sift through recycled mate-
rial, weeding out trash.

“Some facilities that were 
looking at getting one or two ro-
bots are now saying, ‘We need 
quite a bit more,’ ” said Matan-
ya Horowitz, the company’s 
chief executive. “It’s all moving 
quite fast.”

Before the pandemic, au-
tomation had been gradually 
replacing human work in a 
range of jobs, from call centers 
to warehouses and grocery 
stores, as companies looked to 
cut costs and improve profit.

But labor and robotics ex-
perts say social-distancing 
directives, which are likely to 
continue after the crisis sub-
sides, could prompt more in-
dustries to accelerate their use 

of automation. And long-sim-
mering worries about job 
losses or a broad unease about 
having machines control vital 
aspects of daily life could dissi-
pate as society sees the bene-
fits of restructuring workplac-
es in ways that minimize close 
human contact.

“Pre-pandemic, people 
might have thought we were 
automating too much,” said 
Richard Pak, a professor at 
Clemson University in South 
Carolina. “This event is going 
to push people to think what 
more should be automated.”

The grocery industry is lean-
ing more on automation to free 
up employees to deal with the 
crush of demand during the 
pandemic.

Brain Corp, a San Diego com-
pany that makes software used 
in automated floor cleaners, 
said retailers were using the 
cleaners 13 percent more than 
they were just two months ago. 
The “autonomous floor care 
robots” are doing about 8,000 
hours of daily work “that oth-

erwise would have been done 
by an essential worker,” the 
company said.

At supermarket chains, ro-
bots are freeing up employees 
who previously spent time tak-
ing inventory to focus on disin-
fecting and sanitizing surfaces 
and processing deliveries to 
keep shelves stocked.

Retailers insist the robots 
are augmenting the work of 
employees, not replacing them. 
But as the panic buying ebbs 
and sales decline in the reces-
sion that is expected to follow, 
companies that reassigned 
workers during the crisis may 
no longer have a need for them.

The role of a cashier is also 
changing. For many years, 
retailers have provided 
self-checkout kiosks. But those 
machines often require in-

tervention by workers to help 
shoppers navigate the often 
fickle and frustrating technol-
ogy.

The pandemic is prompt-
ing some stores to adopt even 
more aggressive “contactless” 
options. From farm stands to 
butchers, merchants are ask-
ing customers whenever pos-
sible to use mobile payment 
services like PayPal or Venmo. 
Banking regulators in Europe 
recently increased the amount 
of money that shoppers can pay 
through their mobile devices, 
while reducing some authenti-
cation requirements.

While fully automated 
stores, such as Amazon Go, 
might have seemed like a 
technological curiosity a few 
months ago, they are likely to 
become a more viable option 

for retailers.
“No one would probably have 

thought of a cashier’s job as be-
ing dangerous until now,” Mr. 
Pak said.

Mark Muro, a fellow at the 
Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington, said that with compa-
nies hurting for cash, the pres-
sure to replace humans with 
machines becomes even more  
intense.

“People become more expen-
sive as companies’ revenues 
decline,” he said.

A new wave of automation 
could also mean that when 
companies start hiring again, 
they do so in smaller numbers.

“This may be one of those sit-
uations when automation does 
substantially depress rehir-
ing,” Mr. Muro said. “You may 
see fewer workers when the re-
covery does come.”

Even some conversations 
are being automated. With 
closed offices keeping many of 
its workers away, PayPal has 
turned to chatbots, using them 
for a record 65 percent of mes-
sage-based customer inquiries 
in recent weeks.

At AMP Robotics, executives 
like Mr. Horowitz say robots 
will enable recycling facilities 
to space out their employees.

Another benefit of the bots: 
“They can’t get the virus,” Mr. 
Horowitz said.

Automation cuts 
jobs, and reduces 
crowding at sites.

By NIRAJ CHOKSHI

Molly Choma, a flight at-
tendant for Alaska Airlines, 
had worked nearly every day 
since mid-March, even as the 
pandemic had devastated 
her industry. But one day this 
month, she woke up alone in a 
room in a nearly empty hotel 
and wondered if it was time 
to stop.

As she prepared for Flight 
1002, which would bring her 
home to the San Francisco 
Bay Area from Washington, 
Ms. Choma, 33, texted col-
leagues. Were they planning 
to keep flying? Should she?

“I’m thinking about my 
family, thinking about my 
friends, thinking about what 
that would mean for the rest 
of the month,” she said. “I 
don’t know how this thing is 
going to shape my life or the 
world or aviation or the his-
tory of pretty much every-
thing.”

Airlines around the world 
have canceled a staggering 
number of flights, but thou-
sands still take off every 
day, leaving many of 
the people needed to 
keep them running to 
reckon with whether 
to continue working 
and how to stay safe if 
they do.

For Ms. Choma, 
those rema ining 
flights provided a 
financial cushion. 
After the pandemic 
halted the photogra-
phy business she has 
nurtured on the side, 
she took on flights 
from colleagues who 
couldn’t, or wouldn’t, 
staff them.

Some airline em-
ployees have continued to 
show up reluctantly, either 
because they need the money 
or fear losing their jobs once 
the crisis has ebbed. Others 
who had once relied on ex-
tra income from loaded-up 
schedules now have to make 
do with what few flights are 
available. Many others have 
taken unpaid leave, stay-
ing home out of necessity or 
concern or to free up slots for 
colleagues who may need the 
income more.

Already, hundreds of flight 
attendants and pilots have 
fallen ill, and at least five 
have died from the coronavi-
rus in America alone. 

By the time Ms. Choma 
walked through her desolate 
hotel lobby that afternoon 
she had regained her resolve. 
She would continue to do 
what she’s done since she be-
came a flight attendant right 
out of college 11 years ago.

“I don’t know if it’s stupid 
or crazy, but I just feel like 
I’m supposed to be here doing 
this work,” she said. “It’s like 
a guttural, instinctive reac-
tion that this is what I’m sup-
posed to be doing right now.”

Ms. Choma said her em-

ployer had been good about 
providing crew members 
with gloves and masks.

Many of those who contin-
ue to fly do so out of necessity, 
Ms. Choma said. One man on 
a flight with Ms. Choma was 
traveling home to San Fran-
cisco from a visit in Chicago 
with his father, who was dy-
ing of cancer, she said. On 
another flight, a woman was 
leaving an abusive husband. 
Lauren Metz, a pilot for Del-
ta, recently transported 
nearly 75 passengers, many 
of whom had been stuck on a 
quarantined cruise ship.

For flight crews, the pan-
demic has altered life in oth-
er ways. With airports and 
their destinations often vir-
tually shut down, planning 

trips is more difficult. There 
are some small comforts. On 
a trip to California, Ms. Metz 
checked into a hotel she stays 
at and was assigned a prized 
room with a view of the San 
Diego Bay. For Ms. Choma, 
an hourlong commute takes 
15 minutes, in part because 
she’s allowed to park closer 
to the airport instead of in a 
lot farther away.

Recently, Ms. Choma 
boarded a flight bound for 
Washington. Typically, the 
plane can seat over 150 pas-
sengers, but there were just 
12 along with six crew mem-
bers, she said.

The passengers kept to 
themselves, so Ms. Choma 
caught up with colleagues 
and then took in the scene.

“It’s just really still in the 
air,” she said. “And you look 
down on the ground and 
everything is clearer than 
you’ve ever seen it. The 
oceans are bluer, the lakes 
are bluer, the grass is green-
er. That might just be a spring 
thing, but I swear the air is 
clearer than it’s ever been 
before. Or maybe it’s just be-
cause I’m able to look out a 
window.”

BENJAMIN RASMUSSEN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Molly Choma, a flight attendant, 
is still at work. “This is what I’m 
supposed to be doing,” she said. 

Few passengers, 
but a lot of worry 
over becoming ill. 

Social-
distancing 
rules are 
pushing 
companies 
to automate 
more 
quickly. A 
robotics 
system 
sorting 
recyclables.
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images that 
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from people 

under lockdown 
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By PRIYA KRISHNA

BROWNSVILLE, Texas — 
Not far from the Rio Grande, 
this state’s border with Mexico, 
a tall barrier of thick steel slats 
rises over an open field. Along 
Southmost Boulevard, the ter-
rain is mostly vacant.

Suddenly the air starts to 
smell of smoke and cumin. The 
boulevard becomes a string of 
restaurants, one on practically 
every block for the next several 
kilometers.

Border towns have long la-
bored under bad reputations, 
which have only worsened 
in recent years as the Trump 
administration denounces 
these communities as violent, 
dangerous and depressed. But 
those labels overlook Browns-
ville’s successes, including one 
of the city’s biggest points of 
pride: its tacos.

Along Southmost — the 
name of both the street and 
the neighborhood — you’ll find 
some of the best in America. 
This stretch of road has played 

host to many taco purveyors 
since the area was developed 
after World War II. 

“Some of the greatest and 
most important taco places 
in the country are in Browns-
ville,” said José R. Ralat, taco 
editor at Texas Monthly. “It is 
just one hot spot, but it really is 
a bright hot spot.”

In February, the James 
Beard Foundation endorsed 
that view by naming a Browns-
ville restaurant, Vera’s Back-
yard Bar-B-Que, one of six re-
cipients of its 2020 America’s 
Classics Award. The founda-
tion singled out Vera’s special-
ty, barbacoa.

Vera’s barbacoa is just the 
start. At Sylvia’s, the large 
flour tortilla encasing the 
machacado con huevo a la Mex-
icana, which pairs salty dried 
beef with fluffy eggs, is buttery 
and flaky. Easy To Go Tacos, a 
tiny restaurant, is known for its 
exceptional flautas, tiny tacos 
rolled up with beef or chicken 
and fried.

At Las 7 Salsas, servers push 
the kekas, a messy pile of corn 
tortillas, refried beans, strips 
of beef and queso fresco. 

There is considerable hard-
ship in Brownsville — 31 per-
cent of its 183,000 residents live 
in poverty, according to 2018 

census data — but also signs 
of growth. SpaceX, an aero-
space manufacturer founded 
by Elon Musk, broke ground 
on the world’s first commercial 
orbital rocket launch site here 
in 2014, bringing in capital and 
jobs. 

The Southmost area, affec-
tionately known as La South-
most, has become a lively cen-
ter, frequented by the city’s 
robust population of Mexican 
immigrants, many of whom 
arrived as part of the Bracero 
Program, a collaboration be-
tween the United States and 
Mexico that brought millions 
of guest workers to America 

from 1942 to 1964. The taco 
restaurants served as models 
for what would become the 
modern American taqueria.

What keeps all these places 
busy is that each has a distinc-
tive style, Mr. Ralat said.

But for all the unanimous 
enthusiasm about tacos, the 
people here are split in their re-
sponse to the immigration poli-
cies playing out in Brownsville.

No one interviewed agreed 
with those policies, but some 
said they had no big effect. Oth-
ers were reluctant to speak out. 

Southmost residents live 
daily with the fallout of immi-
gration politics, from the Casa 
Padre shelter for minors to 
the 2019 Migration Protection 
Protocols, which require asy-
lum seekers to stay in Mexico 
while their applications are 
processed. The area around 
Matamoros, the Mexican city 
just across the border, has be-
come one of the largest refugee 
camps. Ms. Evangelina Rocha, 
the owner of Marcelo’s, said 
she has had a harder time find-
ing new employees since the 
protocols were put in place.

Mr. Ralat lives about 800 ki-
lometers away, in Dallas. Vis-
iting Brownsville, he said, is a 
mixed experience: On the one 
hand are the exceptional tacos, 
and on the other, the poverty 
and border politics.

“Without Mexican cuisine 
and culture,” he said, “there is 
no Texas.”

grocery store in her village, 
Tanana, has a freezer full of 
moose, caribou and fish.

But she has been struggling 
to get her usual suppliers to fill 
orders. The tribe may ask Gov-
ernor Mike Dunleavy to open 
moose hunting season (which 
normally begins in August or 
September) early if the food 
supply runs low, she said. 

“My grandparents had 12 
kids and a little cabin, and they 
survived hunting beavers, 
moose and fish,” she said. “We 
are tough people.”

White corn production is 
ramping up on the Oneida Na-
tion of Wisconsin’s reserva-
tion. The crop is a longstanding 
staple because of its many nu-
trients. Rebecca and Stephen 
Webster, a Native married 
couple who own a four-hectare 
farm, have been giving their 
prized seeds to families on the 
reservation in exchange for 
whatever they can offer, even 
just a jar of jam.

Thosh Collins and Chelsey 
Luger, a married couple who 
founded an Indigenous well-
ness program called Well for 
Culture, live near Scottsdale, 
Arizona, an affluent city with 
high-end grocery stores. 

Still, they have been taking 
daily drives to the Salt River 
Pima-Maricopa Indian Com-
munity, where Mr. Collins, 
37, grew up, to harvest cactus 
buds, berries and wild onions. 
They own a plot of land there 
where they plan to put a house. 

Ms. Luger, 32, said Na-
tive  Americans are uniquely 
well-positioned to weather the 
pandemic. 

“We’re not as far away from 
our traditional ways of life as 
most Americans are,” she said. 
“Our sense of community and 
family is as strong as ever.”

Border Town 
Serves Up 
Tasty Tacos

CALLAGHAN O’HARE FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Brownsville, 
Texas, 

became a 
haven for taco 

lovers after 
World War 

II. A plate of 
tacos from 

Las 7 Salsas.
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PUZZLE 1

PUZZLE 2

ACROSS
 1 What cats clean 

themselves with
 5 Had on
 9 Feeling of anxiety
14 ___ vera gel
15 Highest point
16 “Congrats!”
17 Junk pile
19 Firm hand?
20 Bones of the foot
21 University sports 

org.
23 Destiny
24 Darth Vader’s 

name as a boy
25 Triple Crown 

winner of 1977
28 Drummer Ringo
30 “Have a ___” 

(request in a 
waiting room)

31 Winnie-the-___
33 Little rascal
35 Singer ___ Davis 

Jr.
39 “I’m deeply 

indebted” … or a 
hint to the ends 
of 17-, 25-, 51- 
and 64-Across

43 British W.W. II 
weapons 

44 “Uh-huh!”
45 Coup d’___
46 “If I may interject 

…”
49 Undercoat used 

in sculpture
51 Power source 

for an electric 
vehicle

55 Dark loaf
58 Very light brown

59 “Heads will ___!”
60 Folklore 

monsters
62 Reminders of 

past fights
64 Easter event in 

Vatican City
66 Courtroom 

proceeding
67 And others, in a 

list
68 Pimples
69 Actress Field 

with Oscars
70 Word after club, 

cream or caustic
71 Illuminating gas

DOWN
 1 Macaroni or 

rigatoni
 2 ___ Highway 

(nearly 1,400-
mile route that 
runs through 
Whitehorse, 
Yukon Territory)

 3 Disquieting
 4 Caribbean and 

Caspian
 5 When repeated, 

a trombone 
sound

 6 A warm welcome
 7 Blink or flinch, 

say
 8 Americans 

living abroad, 
informally

 9 Org. with a 
canine registry

10 Texas, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, 
Alabama and 
Florida

11 Perfect

12 Rich German 
cake

13 Out of alignment
18 Leaning Tower 

city
22 Pub pintful
26 Ireland, in poetry
27 Toward sunrise
29 Bernard 

Malamud novel 
about a baseball 
phenom

31 Detectives, 
informally

32 Mel who played 
at the Polo 
Grounds

34 “You’ll ___ for 
this!”

36 The Indianapolis 
500, for one

37 Sport also known 
as cage fighting, 
in brief

38 Nonetheless
40 Tennis legend 

Arthur
41 Notepaper that’s 

usually yellow
42 Intl. group of oil 

producers
47 Mess up
48 Nearsighted 

people

50 Scandinavian 
drinking cry

51 One-ups
52 Capital of Ghana
53 Appalachian ___
54 Philosopher who 

tutored Aristotle
56 Kind of question 

you have a 
50% chance of 
guessing correctly

57 German 
industrial city

61 F.B.I. agent, in 
old slang

63 ___ as a fox
65 In the style of, in 

cookery

PUZZLE BY GARY CEE
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62 63 64 65
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69 70 71
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ACROSS
 1 Vacationing, say
 5 Blue Ribbon 

brewer
10 “___ Rabbit,” 

2019 Oscar-
nominated film

14 Mexican money
15 Justice who 

replaced 
O’Connor

16 Slangy prefix 
meaning “super”

17 One who goes 
a-courting

18 Befitting a king 
or queen

19 Homes for cubs
20 Child, to doting 

parents
23 Offshoot of punk 

music
24 “That being said 

…”
25 Classic Hunter S. 

Thompson novel, 
familiarly

34 Set of values
35 U.K. lexicon
36 “Rubber Duckie” 

singer on 
“Sesame Street”

37 Vaper’s buy
38 Palmer with an 

“army”
40 German 

chancellor ___ 
von Bismarck

41 Strategy during 
the 2003 
invasion of Iraq

44 Dot over an “i” or 
“j”

46 Singer with the 
1994 hit “You 
Gotta Be”

49 Prefix with freak 
or warrior

50 Dispute between 
Wikipedia page 
updaters

54 ___ whiskey
55 “Fiddling” 

emperor
57 “Nothin’ doin’!”
58 On an even ___ 

(steady)
59 Ambivalence 

… or a hint to 
20-, 25- and 
41-Across

64 Novelist Ahern 
with the best 
sellers “PS, I 
Love You” and 
“Love, Rosie”

65 Made privy to
67 Doesn’t stop 

performing
68 Place to graze
69 As a minimum
70 Suffered from 

cramps, say

DOWN
 1 Police alert, for 

short
 2 Eensy
 3 “Stat!”
 4 “I agree”
 5 Presidential 

absolution, as for 
a Thanksgiving 
turkey

 6 Out of the wind, 
at sea

 7 Nickname for 
Angel Stadium, 
with “the”

 8 Pal of Kyle and 
Kenny on “South 
Park”

 9 “See? Just as I 
said!”

10 Takedowns at 
dojos

11 Toe the line
12 Actress Aniston, 

in tabloids
13 Stitching sites, 

briefly

21 Apple introduced 
in 1998

22 Ballerina’s 
springing jump

25 A.T.M. expense
26 “… yadda, yadda, 

yadda”
27 Ignoring the 

record of past 
events

28 Square figure?
29 Dunham of 

“Girls”
30 Father of Thor
31 Period during 

which a throne is 
vacant

32 Minor gripe

33 Prefix with 
political or 
physics

38 Completed 
perfectly

39 Icelandic saga
42 When repeated, 

a World Cup 
chant

43 ___ Lingus
44 Highest point 

value for a 
Scrabble tile

45 Winter sidewalk 
application

47 Weedy vacant 
lot, e.g.

48 Moray, for one
51 Newborn

52 ___ Bo (workout 
system)

53 Pups
56 Kind of daisy
58 Makes socks, 

e.g.
60 “Frozen” snow 

queen
61 God: Sp.
62 ___ year (2020, 

for example)
63 Celebratory 

words before 
“boy” or “girl”

64 Tax whiz, for 
short

66 Homer’s 
neighbor on  
“The Simpsons”
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PUZZLE 3

PUZZLE 4

ACROSS
 1 Annual 

tennis or golf 
championship

 7 “Sign me up!”
11 ___ dispenser
14 Team spirit
15 Detective Wolfe
16 Friend for 

Philippe
17 Zombies with a 

sense of humor?
19 Pinch
20 What to do after 

saying grace
21 Spree
22 Removes, as 

from a club
24 Had high hopes
27 Gay rights or 

climate change
29 Grizzlies that 

don’t fall for 
traps?

33 Writer who went 
through hell?

36 Rat-___
37 Cheer from the 

stands
38 Greek god who 

fought with the 
mortal Hercules

39 Many a time
41 Prefix with space
42 Small set
43 Surrealist Maar
44 Called off
45 Exam in an 

interior design 
class?

49 Singer Luis with 
the 13x platinum 
hit “Despacito”

50 Write the book 
on, so to speak

54 Automaton of 
folklore

56 Like some spicy 
food

58 “Snakes ___ 
Plane” (2006 
film)

59 Abbr. before an 
alias

60 Terrible attempts 
at peeling corn?

64 Org. that collects 
1099s

65 Wonder Woman, 
for Gal Gadot

66 Mexican dish 
prepared in a 
cornhusk

67 “Hmm, I don’t 
think so”

68 Shift and Tab, for 
two

69 Less fresh

DOWN
 1 Called balls and 

strikes
 2 Word before 

system or panel
 3 Deliver a 

stemwinder
 4 Be punished 

(for)
 5 Figure in Santa’s 

workshop
 6 Neither feminine 

nor masculine
 7 Lead-in to China
 8 Introductory 

scene in some 
rom-coms

 9 Subj. of the 
federal tax form 
5498

10 “For sure”

11 Like some 
salmon that’s not 
baked or broiled

12 Give off
13 10001, 10002, 

etc., informally
18 Ore source
23 Exercise
25 Fifth book of the 

New Testament
26 Daisy ___ 

(character who 
loved Li’l Abner)

28 Astronaut 
Shepard, first 
American in 
space

30 Like almost 0% 
of tarantula bites

31 Like blue moons
32 Having footwear
33 Harebrained
34 ___ 51
35 “Hey, let me be 

the first to tell 
you …”

39 Reactions to gut 
punches

40 Orchard pest
41 Up the ___
43 Nation whose 

flag is a white 
cross on a red 
background

44 Neighbor of F1 
and a tilde

46 Outer edge of a 
golf club

47 Shade akin to 
turquoise

48 Is
51 One giving 

directions to a 
tourist, say

52 Where a pant  
leg and a sock 
meet

53 It’ll give you a 
shock

54 Benefit
55 Vegetable that’s 

frequently fried
57 Colors
61 Great distress
62 Lid, so to speak
63 Thurman of 

“Pulp Fiction”

PUZZLE BY RICKY CRUZ
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49 50 51 52 53

54 55 56 57 58

59 60 61 62 63

64 65 66

67 68 69

Edited by Will Shortz No. 0318

ACROSS
 1 Tends to, as a 

sprain
 5 Popular fitness 

magazine
10 Ralphie’s ammo 

in 1983’s “A 
Christmas Story”

13 Broadway auntie
14 Pull
15 Scratch maker
16 Where dogs 

are believed 
to have been 
domesticated 
10,000+ years 
ago

17 In ___ (irritable)
18 It’s bound to be 

big
19 Protection from 

piracy
21 Courtroom 

coverage?
22 Extreme, in 

a U.S. Forest 
Service fire 
danger rating

23 Play area at 
some fast-food 
restaurants

25 Authored
29 Prepare for 

sending on, say
30 Elude
31 Like God’s name, 

in the Lord’s 
Prayer

35 Snitch (on)
36 Keep for later
38 Crumbly salad 

topper
39 Tangled up
41 B equivalent
42 Old pal

43 Neighborhood 
bisected by the 
Pomona Fwy.

44 Twist
47 Cards, on a 

scoreboard
48 An old gym sock 

may have one
49 Crest, e.g.
55 Parsley relative
56 U.S. attack 

helicopter
57 Golfer’s choice
58 Horse (around)
59 Strike force?
60 New Orleans side 

dish
61 Saucer users, in 

brief
62 Swarms
63 Chop ___

DOWN
 1 Apple variety
 2 Wear after an 

accident
 3 Leader of Qatar
 4 Conclude, as a 

deal
 5 Showed obvious 

interest
 6 Like summer in 

the South
 7 On pins and 

needles
 8 Pal of Piglet
 9 Place to set a TV 

remote
10 Hit that goes 

over the 
infielders’  
heads

11 Disney movie 
with fewer than a 
thousand words 
of dialogue

12 “That’s 
awesome!”

15 Jeans that  
have been 
summerized

20 Standing on the 
street

24 “That’s funny!,” in 
a text

25 You might see 
right through it

26 “___ Almighty,” 
2007 film

27 It’s what you 
would expect

28 “Way to go!,” 
to an antiques 
buyer

29 Little ___ (state 
nickname)

32 Possible 
symptom of an 
allergic reaction

33 List curtailer
34 Just the facts
36 Timesaver … as 

a computer user 
would see in four 
answers in this 
puzzle?

37 12:50
40 Sign of a sellout
41 Course after trig

43 Actor Hawke and 
others

44 Elude
45 Peabrain
46 Some historic 

Amelia Earhart 
flights

47 Longtime senator 
Thurmond

50 Award started by 
the Village Voice

51 Things not found 
in binary code, 
paradoxically

52 TV streaming 
device

53 Tales of the past
54 Feb. 14

PUZZLE BY WAYNE BERGMAN AND GARY OTTING

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

Edited by Will Shortz No. 0319
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By KENNETH CHANG

Apollo 13 almost killed three 
NASA astronauts.

Will it be safer the next time 
people head to the moon, more 
than 50 years later?

“Safer, yes,” said Douglas 
O. Stanley, president and ex-
ecutive director of the Na-
tional Institute of Aerospace, 
a nonprofit research institute 
in Virginia. “We have more re-
liable systems now.”

Rockets and spacecraft are 
becoming much more sophis-
ticated. “The parts are more 
reliable,” Dr. Stanley said. 
“Rocket engines are more re-
liable than in the ’60s.”

That means the next trip to 
the moon, anticipated later in 
the 2020s, should be safer, but 
not safe.

“Spaceflight, you’re oper-
ating in a pretty difficult en-
vironment,” said Gene Kranz, 
the flight director who was 
in charge in mission control 
on the night of April 13, 1970, 
when Apollo 13 went awry.

The mission had launched 
two days earlier, and the 
three astronauts aboard — 
James A. Lovell Jr., Fred W. 
Haise Jr. and John L. Swigert 
Jr. — were already 300,000 
kilometers from Earth, 
well on the way to the third 
manned moon landing. Just 
after 10 p.m., mission control 
asked Mr. Swigert to perform 
a routine stirring of the pro-
pellant tanks. He did. The 
spacecraft shook. Warning 
lights lit up. “I believe we’ve 
had a problem here,” Mr. Swi-
gert reported.

Unknown at the time, wires 
inside an oxygen tank were 
damaged. When Mr. Swigert 
flipped the switch, a spark 
ignited the wires’ insulation, 
and the tank ruptured, emp-
tying its contents into space. 

The other oxygen tank was 
also leaking. The oxygen was 
not just for the astronauts to 
breathe, but also fed the fuel 
cells that powered the space-
craft.

The command module was 
dying, quickly. The astronauts 
scrambled into the lunar mod-
ule, which served as their life-
boat.

Engineers on the ground 
were able to solve critical 
problems, like how to jury 
rig filters from the command 
module to work in the land-
er’s carbon dioxide removal 
system. They also calculated 
an engine burn by the lunar 
module to get Apollo 13 on a 
trajectory back to Earth, and 
figured out how to restart the 
command module with limit-
ed power.

Eighty-seven hours after 
the explosion, the astronauts 
splashed in the Pacific Ocean.

That was not the only close 
call of the Apollo era. During 
Apollo 11, the lunar lander was 
nearly out of fuel before Neil 
Armstrong found a spot to 

set it down. With 
Apollo 12, light-
ning struck the 
Saturn 5 rocket 
during liftoff, 
scrambling elec-
tronic systems. 

The rocket stayed on course 
as an astute ground controller 
remembered a switch that re-
booted the electronic systems.

There are now much more 
detailed maps of the moon’s 
surface. Launch rules were 
tightened to avoid a recur-
rence of a lightning strike, 
and meteorological tools are 
more capable of anticipating 
lightning.

Under President Donald 
J. Trump, the top priority for  
NASA is to send astronauts 
back to the moon. Last year, 
his administration acceler-
ated the timetable for the 
first crewed landing to 2024 
from 2028 (although delays 
resulting from the pandemic 
have raised doubts about this 
schedule).

NASA named the new moon 
program Artemis, from Greek 
mythology.

Direct comparisons be-
tween the Artemis and Apollo 
missions are difficult to make, 
because NASA has not yet de-
cided all of the details of how it 
will land on the moon.

The Orion crew capsule, 
which is like the Apollo com-
mand module, but larger, can 
perform many tasks auton-
omously, but the astronauts 
will still be able to take over 
manual control if needed. Al-
so, controllers on the ground 
will be able to control the 
spacecraft remotely, much 
like flying a drone aircraft.

Two major technological ad-
vantages available today are 
better sensors — for instance, 
a small camera in the bowels 
of the spacecraft could reveal 
the extent of any damage im-
mediately — and improved 
communications systems.

Apollo 13’s mission con-
trollers and crew were ham-
strung by an inability to 
send instructions quickly. 
The checklist for restarting 
the command module before 
re-entry had to be read up to 
the astronauts line by line, 
and Mr. Swigert had to write 
everything down by hand. 
Today, the instructions could 
be simply displayed on a com-
puter screen or printed out.

But the much greater capa-
bility of modern computers 
comes with potential dan-
gers. In the complex software 
code, “Errors find their way in 
and sometimes they’re cata-
strophic,” said Joseph W. Dy-
er, who headed NASA’s Aero-
space Safety Advisory Panel 
from 2003 to 2016.

Mr. Kranz said that more 
important than the hardware 
are the people operating the 
hardware, coming up with 
a multitude of contingency 
plans.

“I had a team that was well 
prepared when things went 
wrong,” Mr. Kranz said. “It’s 
easier to build a spacecraft or 
a space system than to build 
the team.”

Moon Travel Is Safer, 
But Not Entirely Safe

By RACHEL NUWER

More tigers live in back-
yards, roadside zoos and 
truck stops in the United 
States than remain in the 
wild. This phenomenon is 
driven by people like Joseph 
Maldonado-Passage, the star 
known better as “Joe Exotic” 
in “Tiger King,” Netflix’s hit 
documentary series. Before 
his arrest and conviction, 
Mr. Maldonado-Passage was 
a major breeder and seller of 

tigers and other big cats. He 
churned out cubs for profit-
able petting and photo ses-
sions, then disposed of them, 
legally or illegally, when they 
became too dangerous for 
play. Some were sold as pets, 
some went to other roadside 
zoos for breeding and some 
simply disappeared.

“I call it the breed and dump 
cycle,” said Carney Anne 
Nasser, an animal welfare 
expert at Michigan State Uni-

versity College of Law. The 
cub petting industry, she said, 
is “creating a tiger crisis in 
America,” driven by animal 
abuse and a lack of oversight.

Many of the interview 
subjects featured in “Tiger 
King” say the story was pre-
sented to them as one that 
would expose the problem 
of private big cat ownership 
in the United States. Some in 
the film say Eric Goode and 
Rebecca Chaiklin, the show’s 
co-directors and co-produc-
ers, claimed to be making the 
big cat version of “Blackfish,” 
the 2013 documentary that 
spurred widespread backlash 
against SeaWorld.

Instead, big cats and the is-
sues affecting them are lost in 
the show’s “soap opera-esque 
drama,” Dr. Nasser said.

“Tiger King” tells the story 
of Mr. Maldonado-Passage’s 
rise to one of America’s big-
gest tiger breeders, then his 
fall as a felon. After being 
sued by Carole Baskin, a big 
cat activist and owner of Big 
Cat Rescue, a sanctuary in 
Tampa, Florida, he plotted to 
have her killed.

When Karl Ammann, a 
documentary fi lmmaker 
whose work has focused on 
the illegal wildlife trade, was 
invited to be interviewed for 

“Tiger King,” Mr. Goode and 
Ms. Chaiklin pitched the show 
to him as a chance to expose 
the plight of wild tigers. But 
he said the series lacked any 
clear conservation message. 

“To totally ignore such key 
aspects was a real missed op-
portunity,” he said.

Mr. Goode and Ms. Chaiklin 
declined to be interviewed, as 
did representatives from Net-
flix.

But in the interest of enter-
tainment, some directors may 
depart slightly from reality, 
said Steven Cantor, a docu-
mentary filmmaker. “Just 
because it has the word ‘doc-
umentary,’ doesn’t mean that 
everything in it has to be 100 
percent truthful,” he said. 

Critics of “Tiger King” as-
sert that Mr. Goode and Ms. 
Chaiklin’s license went too 
far, taking quotes and shots 

out of context and presenting 
inaccurate information.

These and other decisions, 
according to Michael Webber, 
director of “The Elephant in 
the Living Room,” a docu-
mentary about exotic animal 
ownership, have the effect of 
making Ms. Baskin and her 
sanctuary appear “equally 
bad” as Joe Exotic.

As successful shows like 
“Tiger King” encourage more 
programming that blurs the 
lines between documentary 
and reality television, some 
worry about the social toll.

Glen Zipper, a documenta-
ry producer and writer, said, 
“If we’re delivering some-
thing to you that is factually 
inaccurate — particularly 
when it has to do with some-
thing that is critically import-
ant — that ultimately could be 
quite dangerous.”

‘Tiger King’ Misses 
Chance to Save Cats

By GINA KOLATA

As the coronavirus tears 
through the world, scientists 
are asking: Are some people 
more infectious than others?

It seems that the answer is 
yes. There do seem to be super-
spreaders, a loosely defined 
term for people who infect a 
disproportionate number of 
others, whether as a conse-
quence of genetics, social hab-
its or simply being in the wrong 
place at the wrong time.

But those virus carriers at 
the heart of what are being 
called superspreading events 
can drive and have driven ep-
idemics, researchers say, mak-
ing it crucial to figure out ways 
to identify spreading events 
or to prevent situations, like 
crowded rooms, where super-
spreading can occur.

Just as important are those 
at the other end of the spec-
trum — people who are infect-
ed but unlikely to spread the 
infection.

Distinguishing between 
those who are more infec-
tious and those less infectious 
could make a big difference in 
the speed with which an out-
break is contained, said Jon 
Zelner, an epidemiologist at 
the University of Michigan. If 
the infected person is a super-
spreader, contact tracing is 
especially important. But if the 
infected person is the opposite, 
contact tracing can be a wasted 
effort. “The tricky part is that 
we don’t necessarily know who 
those people are,” Dr. Zelner 
said.

Medical history is replete 
with stories of superspread-
ing in outbreaks of parasitic 
disease, tuberculosis, measles 
and other illness.

There is Mary Mallon, a cook 
better known as Typhoid Mary, 
who spread typhoid fever to 
more than 50 people in the ear-
ly years of the twentieth centu-
ry. She herself was not ill but 

was asymptomatic — silently 
infected with typhoid.

Superspreading also ap-
pears to have driven outbreaks 
of the new coronavirus.

One event occurred at the 
end of February when 175 Bio-
gen executives gathered for a 
conference in a Boston hotel. 
At least one person was infect-
ed with the coronavirus. 

Two weeks later, 75 percent 
of the 108 Massachusetts res-
idents infected with the virus 
were associated with Biogen.

At the other end of the bell 
curve of infectiousness are in-
fected people who do not seem 
to infect others. In the Covid-19 
pandemic, there is a striking 
example of the uninfectious — 
a couple in Illinois.

On January 23 the wife, 
who had returned from a vis-
it to Wuhan, became the first 
laboratory-confirmed case of 
Covid-19 in the state. On Jan-
uary 30, her husband was in-
fected. It was the first known 
person-to-person transmis-
sion in the United States. Both 
became gravely ill and were 
hospitalized. Both recovered.

State public health officials 
traced their contacts — 372 
people, including 195 health 
care workers. Not a single one 
became infected.

“The nature of our society 
right now is that we are very 
much interested in the cata-
strophic,” said Samuel K. Rob-
erts, a medical historian at Co-
lumbia in New York. 

The general public doesn’t 
need to know if an outbreak 
was traced to one person, he 
said. “What’s more import-
ant is, How do we protect our-
selves?” he said.

“Finding patient zero is not 
going to help. It only stokes fear 
of the other.”

Tracking
The Paths
Of Virus
Infections
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Fifty years ago, the astronauts of Apollo 13 returned to Earth after an explosion damaged their service module.

MARC PISCOTTY/GETTY IMAGES

The documentary “Tiger King” focused on soap opera 
drama over threats to big cats, critics say. A sanctuary.

Personal drama 
obscures message 
of conservation.
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So-called superspreaders 
have played a big role in 
the coronavirus pandemic.

From far left, 
Apollo 13’s 
crew: James 
A. Lovell Jr., 
commander; 
John L. 
Swigert Jr., 
command 
module pilot; 
and Fred W. 
Haise Jr., lunar 
module pilot.



A R T S  &  D E S I G N

SATURDAY, APRIL 25, 2020 13THE NEW YORK TIMES INTERNATIONAL WEEKLY

Logo Tells of Band’s Rebellious Heart

My Grandma’s Masterful Life

By JOOBIN BEKHRAD

It began life as a tiny em-
blem, something to adorn a 
45 r.p.m. single or the band’s 
letterhead. It quickly became 
ubiquitous and probably the 
most famous logo in rock ’n’ 
roll. Over 50 years, the legend-
ary “tongue and lips” of the 
Rolling Stones has been em-
blazoned on T-shirts and stage 
sets in countless variations. 
The logo has in many ways 
transcended the Stones. 

But when it was commis-
sioned in April 1970, its design-
er, John Pasche, had little idea 
how popular — and lucrative — 
it would become.

The logo was to be displayed 
this month in “Revolutions: Re-
cords and Rebels 1966 — 1970,” 
an exhibition at the Grande 
Halle de la Villette in Paris that 
has been postponed because of 
the coronavirus. Instead, Mr. 
Pasche, 74, shared its story.

Early in 1970, the Royal Col-
lege of Art in London was con-
tacted by the Rolling Stones. 
The band was looking for an 
artist to create a poster for its 
1970 European tour. The art 
school recommended Mr. Pas-
che, a Master of Arts student. 
Mr. Pasche met with Mick 
Jagger to discuss ideas, and re-
turned to the frontman with a 
design a week later. Mr. Jagger 
was not satisfied.

“He turned it down,” Mr. Pas-

che recalled. “I thought, That 
was that, then.” But Mr. Jagger 
said, “I’m sure you can do bet-
ter, John.’ ”

The second and final version 
was more pleasing. Mr. Pasche 
was contacted shortly after by 
the band’s personal assistant. 
This time, Mr. Pasche was 
asked “to create a logo or sym-
bol which may be used on note 
paper, as a programme cover 
and as a cover for the press 
book.”

In a later meeting, Mr. 
Jagger said he want-
ed “an image that 
could work on its 
own … like the 
Shell Petro-
leum logo. He 
wanted that 
kind of sim-
plicity,” Mr. 
Pasche said.

Mr. Jagger 
showed Mr. 
Pasche an illus-
tration of the Hindu 
deity Kali, which Mr. Jagger 
had seen in a shop near his 
home. Mr. Jagger, according 
to Mr. Pasche, said he was 
“more interested in the Indian 
nature of it,” Indian culture 
in Britain being quite trendy.  
The designer was struck by 
Kali’s open mouth and pro-
truding tongue. 

Contrary to popular belief, 
the logo, originally created in 

black and white and used to 
create subsequent versions, 
was not intended to represent 
Mr. Jagger’s tongue and lips.

“I said, Surely those were 
Mick Jagger’s lips!’ ” recalled 
Victoria Broackes, a senior cu-
rator at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London, who in 
2008 bought the original logo 
design online from an auction 
house on behalf of the V&A. Mr. 
Pasche, she said, “looked rath-
er nonplused and said, ‘Well, 

maybe subliminally, but 
no.’ ”

Mr. Pasche con-
tends his logo was 
intended to be a 
protest symbol. 

“It’s the kind of 
thing kids do when 

they stick their tongue 
out at you,” he said. 

“That was the main rea-
son I thought it would 
work well.”

The release of the 
band’s “Sticky Fingers” album 
in April 1971 marked the logo’s 
first appearance. It was used 
on the back cover, on the label 
and, most prominently, on the 
insert. However, an alternate 
version of the logo was used for 
the United States release.

Mr. Pasche said the design 
was modified because it had 
been faxed to America in a 
rush. The fax “was very grainy 
and gray” — and the logo, Mr. 

Pasche admitted, “needed re-
drawing.”

It is the elongated modified 
version, slightly elongated 
with extra lines and highlights, 
that continues to be used offi-
cially. That was done by Craig 
Braun, who was working with 
Andy Warhol.

The logo has generated an 
enormous amount of money for 
the Stones. The British public 
relations veteran Alan Ed-
wards, who handled the band 
in the ’80s, said the Stones 
“must have grossed a good bil-
lion [pounds] in concerts, re-
cord and DVD sales, merchan-
dising and exhibitions.”

Mr. Pasche said he was paid 
just £50 in 1970 (about $970 to-
day), and also received a £200 
bonus. It was only in 1976, 
when an official contract was 

drawn up between himself 
and Musidor B.V., the band’s 
Netherlands-based law firm, 
that the designer began receiv-
ing royalties for his work. Mr. 
Pasche estimates he made “a 
few thousand pounds” in total 
in royalties until 1982, when he 
sold his copyright to the band 
for £26,000.

“It sums up the Rolling 
Stones themselves — the an-
ti-authoritarianism, the devil-
may-care attitude,” said Ms. 
Broackes. And, of course, “the 
sex appeal.” But she also point-
ed to its adaptability as a major 
reason for its massive success.

“It’s been reworked in so ma-
ny different ways,” Ms. Broack-
es said. “There aren’t many lo-
gos that can be tiny and on a 45 
but also be a stage set. That’s 
pretty amazing.”

My father once asked his 
mother, the artist Annette 
Nancarrow, what she thought 
of Leon Trotsky. It wasn’t a po-
litical question. He just wanted 

her impression 
of the exiled 
Bolshevik, 
whom she had 
first met in 
Mexico City in 
the late 1930s, 

in the studio of her close friend 
(and, my father suspected, fu-
ture lover) Diego Rivera.

“Well, I was surprised to see 
the leader of the proletariat 
so elegantly dressed,” she 
recalled. “I was particularly 
struck by the Parisian calf-
skin gloves he took off of his 
beautifully manicured hands.”

The answer was vintage An-
nette. As a painter, she saw the 
part that revealed the inner 
man, the bourgeois fop within 
the fiery revolutionary.

I’ve been thinking a great 
deal about my grandmother 
ever since I saw the “Vida 
Americana” exhibit at the 
Whitney Museum in New 
York. The exhibit showcased 
the work of Mexico’s greatest 
muralists, Rivera, José Clem-
ente Orozco and David Alfaro 
Siqueiros, and their influence 
on their American contem-
poraries, including Jackson 
Pollock, Isamu Noguchi, Ben 
Shahn and Thomas Hart 
Benton. My grandmother, 
born Annette Margolis in 
1907 to a prosperous Jewish 
family in New York, was one of 
those artists whose work was 
shaped, and life radically al-
tered, by her encounters with 
the Mexican masters. She was 
a boundary-breaker in an age 
of fearfulness and isolation-
ism. She was a sexually con-
fident woman who fell in and 
out of love with impressive, 
sometimes domineering men, 
while never allowing herself to 
become dependent on them.

And, for the most part, she 
has been almost entirely 
forgotten, like so many other 
women who were a generation 
or more ahead of their time.

In the early 1930s she was 
leading what by outward 
appearances was a fairly 
conventional if privileged life 
as a young bride and budding 
painter studying for a mas-
ter’s in fine arts at Columbia 
University in New York. In the 
evenings, she would return to 
her apartment to make supper 
for her husband, a successful 
lawyer named Sidney Pep-
per, whom she had married 
while still in her teens. At 25, 
she gave birth to a daughter 
named Cherry.

Her real life was something 
else entirely.

She joined the American 
League Against War and 
Fascism, an outgrowth of the 
Communist Party. She had 
her portrait painted, clothed, 
by Sandor Klein; and nude, by 
Igor Pantuhoff, who substitut-
ed a different woman’s face to 
preserve her anonymity. She 
met the Mexican muralists — 

Siqueiros, Orozco and Rivera.
She also rented an apart-

ment under an assumed name. 
Ostensibly, it was meant to be 
a studio where she could work 
on her painting. But, as she de-
lightedly confessed in an inter-
view more than 50 years later, 
its real purpose was to “learn 
certain things, sexually, so I 
could teach my husband” to 
become “a little more capable 
in that field.”

In 1935 she and Pepper 
boarded a cruise liner for 
Veracruz with a recommenda-
tion from a friend to look up an 
American businessman living 
in Mexico City named Louis 
Stephens. It was love, and lust, 
at first sight: Annette would 
later write in a letter about my 

grandfather that “he exceeded 
my wildest dreams as to his in-
exhaustible energy and varia-
tions on the mating theme.”

Annette would return to 
Mexico twice more within a 
year. For the second trip, she 
took 3-year-old Cherry, telling 
her husband that she planned 
to spend a few weeks in Flor-
ida. He got wise to the ruse, 
accused Annette of kidnap-
ping their daughter, tracked 
her down to Mexico City, 
and seized Cherry. Annette 
wouldn’t see her firstborn for 
years. My father was born al-
most exactly nine months later.

Mexico transformed my 
grandmother, or rather, it 
allowed her to become most 
fully herself. “She swung 

into the dining room with a 
mambo rhythm,” Anaïs Nin, 
my grandmother’s longtime 
friend, recalled in her pub-
lished diaries of their first 
encounter at Acapulco’s Hotel 
Mirador in the winter of 1948. 
“When I met her she had 
become so international, so 
well-traveled, so multilingual, 
so at ease with all kinds of peo-
ple, that no one could imagine 
her childhood, her origin.”

Her conversation was filled 
with recollections that weren’t 
so much a case of name-drop-
ping as they were an epic of 
history-dropping.

There was her account of 
painting side-by-side with 
Orozco on his mural “Four 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” 
There was her marriage to 
Conlon Nancarrow, third of 
her four husbands, a veteran of 
the Spanish Civil War’s Abra-
ham Lincoln Brigade, now 
recognized as one of the 20th 
century’s seminal composers.

And there was the time she 
rented out her Acapulco home 
for $25 a week to Norman 
Mailer, sometime after “The 
Naked and the Dead” had 
made him a literary sensation. 
During his stay Mailer busted 
down a door in a drunken rage, 
assaulted his girlfriend, ar-
ranged to watch a sex act per-
formed on a donkey and finally 
stiffed Annette on the rent and 
the maid on her pay.

A flavor of my grand-
mother’s social life in Mexico 
from the late 1930s survives 
in a letter she wrote about an 
evening she and my grandfa-
ther spent with Frida Kahlo 
and her husband, Rivera.

“The food was excellent if 
the conversation did turn out a 
bit spiritless, there being just 
so many topics labeled taboo 
by Rivera,” Annette observed. 

Growing up, I knew I had a 
very unusual, if sometimes 

narcissistic, grandmother.
She died in 1992, when I was 

in college. The older I got, the 
more I recognized her talent 
as an artist. She had always 
seemed overshadowed by 
the formidable company she 
kept. Where Rivera, Orozco 
and Siqueiros sought to depict 
Mexico through ideological, 
and largely idealized, lenses of 
class struggle and revolution, 
Annette tried to paint Mexi-
cans as they really were.

In an oil painting from 1944, 
she portrays a peasant couple 
tenderly touching, the man 
gazing down in seeming de-
feat, the woman looking out, 
determined. A painting from 
a year later captures a boy 
sitting on a stool, holding what 
looks to be either a cigarette or 
a piece of chalk, and thinking. 
A charcoal sketch from 1960 
shows a ranchero, his face 
turned to the side, anxiety 
in his eyes and sorrow in his 
mouth. Her only explicitly 
political work, “Homage to the 
Women Who Lost Their Lives 
in the Spanish Civil War,” 
from the mid-1930s, expresses 
a sense of utter bereftness, 
something she must have felt 
at the loss of Cherry.

Perhaps most striking, for 
me, is the contrast between 
Orozco’s famous portrait of 
Annette and her self-portrait. 
In the first, she is confident, 
alluring and glamorous; in 
the second, vulnerable, un-
adorned. The gap between the 
woman seen through the gaze 
of an infatuated man and the 
way that woman saw herself 
could hardly have been wider.

This isn’t to say that Annette 
was a great painter. Some of 
her work is extraordinary; 
much of it feels competent 
and interesting but not com-
pellingly original. Today, she 
might be accused of “cultural 
appropriation,” particularly 
on account of her fascination 
with Pre-Columbian figu-
rines, which she fashioned into 
sculptural pieces of jewelry. 
But having made Mexico her 
home for more than half a 
century, to her it probably felt 
more like cultural celebration.

I feel deep pride in being her 
grandson, all the more so as I 
learn as an adult to appreciate 
qualities of her character that 
were obscure to me as a child. 
Born into enough wealth that 
she could have glided past the 
traumas of her age, she con-
sistently chose rebellion and 
risk. Lucky in the leaps she 
took from one place, and one 
marriage, to another, she kept 
moving wherever her restless-
ness took her. She participated 
in one of the great artistic 
movements of her time, and — 
to adapt Churchill’s line about 
alcohol — got more out of it 
than it got out of her.

Above all, she was unfail-
ingly true to herself at a time 
when so many doors were 
closed to women, and so many 
taboos enforced upon them. 
The real masterpiece she 
painted was her own life.

BRET 
STEPHENS
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Mick Jagger’s meeting with an art student led to the logo 
for the Rolling Stones. The stage at Super Bowl XL. 
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pieces of 
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Trump’s  
Russian Roulette

Crisis Is Poised to Get Worse

Over the past decades, a tide 
of “safetyism” has crept over 
American society. As Greg 
Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt 
put it in their book “The Cod-
dling of the American Mind,” 
this is the mentality that what-
ever does not kill you makes 
you weaker. The goal is to 
eliminate any hardship a child 
might encounter, so he or she 
will not be wounded by it.

So we have seen a wave of 
overprotective parenting. As 
Kate Julian reports in “The 
Anxious Child and the Crisis 
of Modern Parenting” in The 
Atlantic, parents are now more 
likely to accommodate their 
child’s fears: accompanying a 
9-year-old to the toilet because 
he is afraid to be alone, prepar-
ing different food for a child 
because she will not eat what 
everyone else eats.

Meanwhile schools inflate 
grades. Since 2005 the average 
grade point average in affluent 
high schools has risen to about 
3.0 from 2.75 so everybody can 
feel affirmed.

This overprotective impulse 
does not shelter people from 
fear; it makes them unprepared 
to deal with the fear that inev-

itably comes. Suicide rates are 
way up, depression rates have 
skyrocketed, especially for 
girls. As Julian notes, a stagger-
ing number of doctor visits now 
end with a prescription for an 
anti-anxiety medication.

But there has been one sec-
tor of American society that 
has been relatively immune 
from this culture of overpro-
tection — medical training. It 
starts on the undergraduate 
level. While most academic 
departments slather students 
with A’s, science departments 
insist on mastery of the materi-
als. According to one study, the 
average English class grade 
point average is above 3.3 and 
the average chemistry class 
G.P.A. is 2.78.

While most academic de-
partments have become more 
forgiving, science departments 
remain rigorous. As much as 
60 percent of pre-meds never 
make it through their major.

Med school is intrinsically 
hard and is sometimes harder 
than it needs to be. But it trains 
people to work at a very high 
level amid incredible stress.

“There is tremendous value 
in knowing they can wake you 

up in the middle of the night 
and you can still make a good 
decision,” says Adina Luba 
Kalet, a director at the Medical 
College of Wisconsin.

Med schools also instill a de-
manding ethos, which stretch-
es back thousands of years. 
“Doctors are taught to run into 
the fire and not away from it,” 
Kalet continues. “Today, the 
young doctors feel free to say, 
‘I’m terrified, but I’m going to 
do it anyway.’ That’s courage. 
We’re staying. We’re a team.”

The ideal is clear, she con-
cludes. “You can save lives. 
And when you can’t save lives 
you can be in the darkness with 
patients even if there is nothing 
to offer. You stay.”

Med schools are struggling 
to become more humane and 
less macho. But when you look 
at what is happening now, you 
see the benefits of their tough 
training.

Recently, The Times Maga-
zine ran a diary by an emergen-
cy room doctor named Helen 
Ouyang. To enter the emergen-
cy room with her in this crisis is 
to enter another world.

Normal procedures crumble 
under the crush of patients. A 
man dies unattended, sitting 
in a chair. A veteran physician 
feels stripped of his invincibili-
ty. The core of Ouyang’s diary 
is her acceptance that it is im-
possible to do her work and still 
stay safe. “It seems impossible 

to avoid getting infected.”
Death and talk of death is 

everywhere. The virus seems 
to do whatever it wants. “We 
put our full minds and whole 
hearts into trying to save them. 
Then I see their bodies shut 
down anyway. They are alone.” 
Wearing the same masks for so 
long etches lines into her face, 
but she keeps going back in.

I am reminded of the max-
im that excellence is not an 
action, it is a habit. Tenacity is 
not a spontaneous flowering 
of good character. It is doing 
what you were trained to do. It 
manifests not in those whose 
training spared them hardship 
but in those whose training em-
braced hardship.

I am hoping this moment 
launches a change in the way 
we raise our young. I am hop-
ing it exorcises the tide of 
“safetyism,” which has gone 
overboard.

The virus is another remind-
er that hardship is woven into 
existence. Training a young 
person is training her or him to 
master hardship, to endure suf-
fering and, by building some-
thing new from the wreckage, 
redeem it.

In some places in the Unit-
ed States and other developed 
countries hit hard by Covid-19, 
the question is when might it 
become possible to start get-
ting back to work. For much of 
the rest of the world, the night-
mare is yet to start. And part of 
the horror is that many poor-
er countries will not have the 
means to do much about it. Nor, 
given the international com-
munity’s lack of organization 
and leadership in the face of a 
global crisis, can they count on 
richer nations to help them.

With the exception of Iran, 
the countries hardest hit up till 
now are among those with the 
world’s most advanced econo-
mies, scientific establishments 
and medical services — and 
even Iran has a relatively 
functional medical system. 
What probably lies ahead is 
the spread of the coronavirus 
through countries ravaged 
by conflict, through packed 
refugee camps and detention 
centers in places like Syria or 
Bangladesh, through teem-
ing cities like Mumbai, Rio de 
Janeiro or Monrovia, where 
social distancing is impossible 
and government is not trust-
ed, through countries without 
the fiscal capacity or health 
services to mount a viable re-
sponse.

That would be disastrous not 
only for them but also for the 
rest of the world as supplies of 
raw materials are disrupted, 
fragile economies collapse, 
strongmen grow stronger and 
the virus doubles back to rein-
fect northern regions.

So far, the most vulnerable 
regions have reported com-
paratively few cases — one in 
Yemen, a smattering across 
Africa and the Middle East. But 
that may be partly a function of 
unreliable reporting or delib-
erate denial. The numbers are 
growing, and as the world has 
learned, they are likely to swell 
radically and swiftly.

A survey by the Internation-
al Crisis Group said the full 
impact is hard to anticipate, 
but, “If the disease spreads in 
densely packed urban centers 
in fragile states, it may be virtu-
ally impossible to control. The 
dramatic economic slowdown 
already underway will disrupt 
trade flows and create unem-
ployment that will do damage at 
levels that are hard to forecast 
and grim to contemplate.”

For a sense of the scale of 
the plight of some developing 
nations, consider one of the 
most critical pieces of medical 
equipment used in treatment: 
the ventilator. The United 
States has some 160,000 ven-
tilators, according to one es-
timate. Sierra Leone has 13. 
South Sudan has four. Central 
African Republic has three. In 
Venezuela, where 90 percent 
of the hospitals already face 
shortages, there are only 84 in-
tensive care unit beds for a pop-
ulation of 32 million, according 
to a report from the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee.

“The lesson of the crisis is 

that the weakest links in the 
global health chain are a threat 
to health everywhere,” said 
David Miliband, the organiza-
tion’s president. “We cannot af-
ford these weak links, and must 
strengthen the efforts in war-
torn countries and communi-
ties to lift their life chances.”

In the United States and 
Europe, governments and 
businesses have been able to 
pay many furloughed work-
ers at least part of their sal-
aries, and others are eligible 
for unemployment benefits. 
But billions of people in Afri-
ca, Latin America and South 
Asia have no safety net and no 
savings. The United Nations 
has warned that income loss 
in developing countries could 
exceed $220 billion.

The impact will not be uni-
form. The International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank 
have moved quickly to offer 
billions in emergency loans to 
poorer countries, though they 
have warned this will not be 
enough. Countries with rel-
atively stable governments, 
like Peru, have been quick to 
mount countermeasures, while 
battered nations like Haiti and 
Venezuela have few defenses 
available. Some dictatorships, 
like Egypt, have used the out-
break to tighten their grip. 
Across the Southern Hemi-
sphere, the pandemic’s effects 
may be cushioned by young 
populations. In such African 
countries as Niger, Angola, 
Chad, Mali, Uganda and Soma-
lia, nearly half the population 
is 15 or younger. In the United 
States, that share is 19 percent.

The U.N. secretary general, 
Antonio Guterres, and Pope 
Francis have both called for a 
cessation of all global conflicts 
to focus on what Mr. Guterres 
called “the true fight of our 
lives.” Recently, Saudi Ara-
bia announced a cease-fire in 
its war against Houthi rebels 
in Yemen, and armed groups 
have indicated a desire to stop 
fighting in Colombia, Camer-
oon and the Philippines. The 
Afghan government and the 
Taliban have both begun ef-
forts to stem the spread of the 
virus. And Russia may find 
the burden of supporting Syr-
ian troops or secessionists in 

eastern Ukraine excessive if 
Covid-19 begins to take a heavy 
toll on the economy.

But the Islamic State has 
called on its followers to ramp 
up their efforts. The Houthis 
have not reciprocated Saudi 
Arabia’s cease-fire, and fight-
ing has escalated in parts of 
sub-Saharan Africa.

It is understandable that gov-
ernments of rich nations have 
focused first and foremost on 
the crisis within their own bor-
ders. Nothing like the corona-
virus has ever overwhelmed so 
much of the world in such short 
order, or with such cataclysmic 
force. Yet it is dismaying that a 
danger that confronts the en-
tire world, that is likely to hurt 
the entire global economy, has 
led to so little global coopera-
tion and has been met with so 
little global leadership.

This is a crisis in which 
the United States could have 
emerged as the leader. The 
country still may do so. But on 
top of the widely chronicled 
failures at home, the Trump ad-
ministration has provided little 
inspiration for the world. The 
response in Europe has also 
been marked by confusion and 
disunity: The president of the 
European Union’s main science 
organization resigned recently 
in protest of the bloc’s handling 
of the crisis. The World Health 
Organization, meanwhile, is 
under heavy fire from critics 
who say its complicated rela-
tionship with China may have 
undermined its mission.

That is not likely to change, 
especially while the disease 
continues to ravage the United 
States, Italy, Spain and many 
other countries.

But the weakness of Wash-
ington should not prevent the 
brain trust of the developed 
world — the think tanks, news 
media, universities and non-
governmental organizations 
— from focusing on a strategy 
for the next and possibly most 
brutal front in the struggle 
against the scourge of the coro-
navirus. Many organizations 
have already begun to do so, 
recognizing that this may be 
the defining struggle of our 
era, and that if ever the world 
demanded a global response, 
this is that time.

“LIBERATE MINNESO-
TA!” “LIBERATE MICH-
IGAN!” “LIBERATE VIR-
GINIA.”

With these three recent 
short tweets, President Don-
ald J. Trump attempted to 
kick off the post-lockdown 
phase of America’s coronavi-
rus crisis. It should be called: 
“American Russian roulette: 
The Covid-19 version.’’

What Trump was saying 
with those tweets was: Ev-
erybody just go back to work. 
From now on, each of us indi-
vidually, and our society col-
lectively, is going to play Rus-
sian roulette. We are going to 
bet that we can spin through 
our daily lives — work, shop-
ping, school, travel — without 
the coronavirus landing on 
us. And if it does, we will also 
bet that it will not kill us.

As a society, we will be bet-
ting that as large numbers 
of people stop sheltering in 
place, the number of people 
who will still get infected 
with Covid-19 and require 
hospitalization will be less 
than the number of hospital 
beds, intensive care units, 
respirators, doctors, nurses 
and protective gear needed.

Because it is clear that 
millions of Americans are 
going to stop sheltering in 
place — their own president 
is now urging them to liber-
ate themselves — before we 
have a proper testing, track-
ing and tracing system set 
up. Until we have a vaccine, 
that kind of system is the on-
ly path to significantly lower-
ing the risk of infection while 
partially opening society,  as 
Germany has demonstrated.

And as individuals, every 
person will be playing Rus-
sian roulette every minute of 
every day.

What will be so cruel about 
this American version of Rus-
sian roulette is how unfair 
it will be. Some people will 
have no choice but to take the 
subway or the bus to work. 
Some people will have to send 
their kids back to school be-
cause they cannot afford to 
stay home from work. Some 
bosses will demand that their 
employees show up to reopen 
their workplace, but some 
of those employees may be 
afraid to come back. Do you 
fire them? 

This is the state of play 
when you have a president 
who one minute is responsi-
bly issuing sober guidelines 
for when and how people 
should go back to work, and 
the next minute is telling 
states that they are respon-
sible for getting the testing, 
tracking and tracing units 
that we need in place and 
then, in the third minute, is 
inciting people on Twitter to 
“liberate” their workplaces, 
cities and beaches.

“Liberate”? Think about 
the use of that word. We were 

not in jail! We were not doing 
something wrong! We were 
doing what our president, 
governor, mayor, and nation-
al epidemic experts told us to 
do: behave responsibly and 
shelter in place to break the 
transmission of this virus.

Trump was cynically 
trying to curry favor with 
his base by implying that 
the Democratic governors, 
following his own national 
guidelines, were unfairly 
locking people up. Is there 
anything more irresponsible 
that this president could do?

When the president is 
calling on governors to “let 
their people go” before com-
prehensive testing facilities 
are in place, he is basically 
saying that, until there is a 
vaccine, we are betting on 
herd immunity. Achieving 
herd immunity requires 
that more than two-thirds 
of a community be immune, 
a process that could involve 
many more deaths.

That may work out for 
some places and people. It 
may not. I do not know. I just 

know three things:
First, this is the bet Trump 

is urging people to make in 
his “liberate” tweets — when 
he should be ordering out the 
National Guard and mobiliz-
ing American industry to get 
testing everywhere.

Second, this bet will fall 
very unfairly and unevenly 
in our society, when so lit-
tle testing and tracing is in 
place.

And third, every business, 
restaurant, hotel, theater, 
sporting facility, factory, 
nonprofit and government of-
fice needs to ask itself: What 
does my business look like 
when, on the best days, the 
responsible people coming 
to my door will be wearing a 
mask, gloves, distancing two 
meters apart and volunteer-
ing to have their temperature 
taken before they enter, and 
the irresponsible ones will 
not be? How do I handle that? 
Whom do I serve? What kind 
of business will I really have? 
Because that will be our 
economy until we have a vac-
cine or have established herd 
immunity.

Bottom line, Americans: 
Your president is telling you 
that you are on your own to 
make these decisions. And if 
this strategy works, you can 
be sure that he will take cred-
it. And if it does not, you can be 
sure that he will tweet that it 
was all Anthony Fauci’s idea.

Charlie Warzel is a New York 
Times Opinion writer. Send 
comments to intelligence@
nytimes.com.
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‘Liberate’? Not 
in jail, and doing 
nothing wrong.
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Medical 
students in 
protective 
gear prepared 
to screen 
patients for the 
coronavirus in 
Las Vegas in 
March.

Over the past week there 
have been noisy, threatening 
demonstrations at various 
statehouses demanding an end 
to Covid-19 lockdowns.

The demonstrations haven’t 
been very big, with at most a 
few thousand people, and they 
involve a strong element of as-
troturfing — that is, while they 
supposedly represent a surge 
of grass-roots anger, some of 
them have been organized by 
institutions with links to Re-
publican politicians, including 
the family of Betsy DeVos, the 
secretary of education.

And polls show that an over-
whelming majority of Amer-
icans — including half of Re-
publicans — are more worried 
that restrictions will be lifted 
too soon than that they will be 
kept in place too long.

But the demonstrators have 
received huge favorable cov-
erage from right-wing media; 
Donald Trump called them 
“very responsible people”; and 
they were praised by the White 
House economic adviser Ste-
phen Moore, who compared 
them to Rosa Parks.

That last bit caught my eye, 
and not just because some of 
the demonstrators were wav-
ing Confederate flags. The gro-
tesqueness of the comparison 
aside, why are we still hearing 
from Stephen Moore?

After all, Moore — whom 
Trump tried but failed to in-
stall as a member of the Feder-
al Reserve Board — isn’t just a 
bad economist with a history of 
misogynistic outbursts. More 
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Freedom to Contract the Coronavirus
At a string of small “reopen 

America” protests across the  
United States recently, mask-
less citizens proudly flouted 
social distancing guidance 
while openly carrying semi-
automatic rifles and waving 
American flags and signs with 
“ironic” swastikas. They orga-
nized chants to lock up female 
Democrat governors and to fire 
the country’s top infectious dis-
ease experts. 

For those who have chosen 
to put their trust in science 
during the pandemic, it is hard 
to fathom the decision to gather 
to protest while a deadly viral 
pathogen — transmitted easi-
ly by close contact — ravages 
the country. But it should not 
come as a surprise. The public 
displays of defiance — a march 
for the freedom to be infected 
— are the logical conclusion 
of the modern far-right’s do-
nor-funded, shock jock-led lib-
erty movement. It was always 
headed here.

Few demonstrate this move-
ment better than Alex Jones of 
Infowars (a right-wing web-
site) — one of the key figures 
of the “You Can’t Close Amer-
ica” rally in Austin, Texas. 
For decades, Mr. Jones has 
built a thriving media empire 
harnessing fear, paranoia and 
rage, which in turn drive sales 
of vitamin supplements and 
prepper gear in his personal 
store. The Infowars strategy is 
simple: Instill a deep distrust 
in all authority, while promot-
ing a conspiratorial alternate 
reality in which Mr. Jones, via 
his conspiracies, has all the 
answers. He has earned the 
trust of a non-trivial number of 
Americans, and used it to stoke 
his ego and his bank account. 
And he never lets reality get in 
the way (case in point, holding 
a stay-at-home order protest in 
Texas the day after the state 
announced it would begin ef-
forts to carefully reopen in 
coming weeks).

Former employees have de-
scribed Mr. Jones as a master 
of manipulating the truth into 
a worldview in which Infowars 
and its listeners are constantly 
victimized by powerful institu-
tional forces. “We kept saying 
‘We’re the underdogs’ — that 
was our mantra,” one former 
employee told me in 2017. To 
make this work, Mr. Jones 
molds the day’s news into con-
spiratorial fables.

A novel virus — about which 
so much is unknown and where 
expert opinion is constantly 
shifting — is a near perfect 
subject for Infowars to fit the 

news to its paranoid narrative. 
Uncertainty over the virus’s or-
igins in China is a springboard 
to float unproven theories about 
bioweapons. Discussions about 
a vaccine to end the epidemic 
become conspiracies about bil-
lionaire tech leaders pushing 
population control. Changing 
epidemiological models that 
show fewer projected Covid-19 
deaths (because social dis-
tancing has worked to slow 
infections) provide an opening 
for Mr. Jones to rant about stay-
at-home lockdowns. Genuine 
fears about deeply unfair job 
losses and economic recession 
become reckless theories about 
Democrat-led plans to punish 
American citizens by driving 
them into poverty.

Mr. Jones’s opportunistic 
rantings fit neatly into a larg-
er right-wing strategy, which 
has grown alongside Infowars. 
Just as Infowars rallies are tied 
to the media outlet’s financial 
interest in antigovernment 
paranoia, a few of the rallies 
have been underwritten by po-
litical organizations with ties 
to the Republican Party and 
the Trump administration. Re-
gardless of who is behind them, 
the intent is to sow division 
and attempt to reshape public 
opinion. As Vox’s Jane Coaston 
wrote, they are “designed to 
pit Republican-voting areas of 
states against their Democrat-
ic-voting neighbors, even rural 

Republicans against urban Re-
publicans.”

It is important to note that 
the reopen protests have been 
generally small (at most, hun-
dreds of people in states of 
millions of citizens responsibly 
staying at home) and do not 
even reflect the polled opin-
ions of many conservatives. 
But they fit neatly into a larger 
campaign playbook and take 
on outsize importance. They 

take place frequently in swing 
states or states with Democrat-
ic governors and are plastered 
across social media, reported 
in mainstream organizations, 
openly cheered on by Fox News 
and right-wing media, and ulti-
mately end up amplified by the 
president. The strategy has 
worked well in recent years, 
consolidating support among 
the Trump base.

As a political movement, the 
Make America Great Again 
crowd relishes turning criti-
cism from ideological oppo-
nents into a badge of honor. 
Confrontation of any kind is 

currency, and having people 
take offense to their actions 
is a surefire sign that they are 
correct. The MAGA mind-set 
prioritizes freedom above all 
— especially the freedom from 
introspection, apologizing or 
ever admitting defeat. But the 
movement, which has been 
building since the anti-tax Tea 
Party protests, has created a 
reflexive response among both 
Mr. Jones’s audience and far-
right Trump supporters.

This response is disguised 
as an expression of liberty, 
but it is a twisted, paranoid 
and racialized version. Slate’s 
editor, Tom Scocca, defined it 
recently as a political ideology 
where supporters are “condi-
tioned to believe that thinking 
about other people’s needs or 
interests in any way is tyranny 
by definition.” This wholesale 
rejection of collective think-
ing is, as Vice’s Anna Merlan 
notes, the cornerstone of the 
anti-vaccine and “health free-
dom” movements, which reject 
public health because they 
“don’t think their choices affect 
other people.”

Unmentioned by the protest-
ers are the workers actually 
keeping America open, many 
of them afraid for their health, 
with no choice and in commu-
nities devastated by the virus. 
The result, as my Times col-
leagues described, is “images 
of nearly all-white protesters 

demanding the governor re-
lax restrictions while hoisting 
Trump signs and Confederate 
battle flags, as the virus dis-
proportionately impacts Mich-
igan’s black residents.”

This coronavirus protest 
movement is merely the conflu-
ence of this perverted liberty 
ideology — honed and pushed 
by Mr. Jones, right-wing in-
terest groups and pro-Trump 
media — and the dynamics of 
an online information ecosys-
tem that prioritizes conflict 
to generate attention. When 
Infowars-style tactics meet 
online platforms the result is 
a flattening of all nuanced ar-
guments of science and politics 
into a simplified struggle be-
tween patriots and tyrants. 

And so here we are in 2020, 
protesting statewide lock-
downs intended to save lives 
while thousands of Americans 
across the country grow sick 
and die each day. That a virus 
that demands a united front — 
where our public health is only 
as strong as our least vigilant 
citizens — should come at a mo-
ment of extreme polarization 
is a tragedy. But this moment 
is what we have been headed 
toward for years. And so the 
“reopen America” protests feel 
unconscionable and yet com-
pletely predictable. The play-
book is not new. The only thing 
that is changed are the stakes, 
which get higher every day.

Charlie Warzel is a New York 
Times Opinion writer. Send 
comments to intelligence@
nytimes.com.

Protests are the 
logical conclusion 
of twisted thinking.

PAUL SANCYA/ASSOCIATED PRESS

A demonstrator in Michigan between cars as they drove past the State Capitol and honked to protest lockdowns.

PAUL KRUGMAN

The Right Sends In the Quacks
Over the past week there 

have been noisy, threatening 
demonstrations at various 
statehouses demanding an end 
to Covid-19 lockdowns.

The demonstrations haven’t 
been very big, with at most a 
few thousand people, and they 
involve a strong element of as-
troturfing — that is, while they 
supposedly represent a surge 
of grass-roots anger, some of 
them have been organized by 
institutions with links to Re-
publican politicians, including 
the family of Betsy DeVos, the 
secretary of education.

And polls show that an over-
whelming majority of Amer-
icans — including half of Re-
publicans — are more worried 
that restrictions will be lifted 
too soon than that they will be 
kept in place too long.

But the demonstrators have 
received huge favorable cov-
erage from right-wing media; 
Donald Trump called them 
“very responsible people”; and 
they were praised by the White 
House economic adviser Ste-
phen Moore, who compared 
them to Rosa Parks.

That last bit caught my eye, 
and not just because some of 
the demonstrators were wav-
ing Confederate flags. The gro-
tesqueness of the comparison 
aside, why are we still hearing 
from Stephen Moore?

After all, Moore — whom 
Trump tried but failed to in-
stall as a member of the Feder-
al Reserve Board — isn’t just a 
bad economist with a history of 
misogynistic outbursts. More 

to the point, he’s a quack, with 
a long history of misrepresent-
ing or inventing facts to sup-
port his ideological agenda.

Among his greatest hits was 
a number-filled screed about 
the relationship between tax 
cuts and jobs — framed, as it 
happens, as an attack on yours 
truly — in which not a single 
number was remotely close to 
the truth.

On second thought, however, 
Moore fits right in. One thing 
the coronavirus has thrown 
into sharp relief is the central-
ity of quackery — confident 
pronouncements on technical 
subjects by people who have no 
idea what they’re talking about 
— to the whole enterprise of 
modern conservatism.

We know, for example, that 
Trump’s call for an early end 
to the economic lockdown was 
inspired in part by the writings 
of Richard Epstein, a conserva-
tive legal scholar who decided 
that he understands epidemi-
ology better than the epidemi-
ologists and confidently pre-
dicted that Covid-19 would kill 
no more than 500 people. (It’s 
currently killing four times 
that many every day.)

Or consider how Fox News 
responded to the unwillingness 
of Dr. Anthony Fauci to do what 
it wanted, and support an early 
reopening of the economy. To 
provide an alternative view, 
the network turned to … Dr. 
Phil, whose expertise, if he has 
one, is in pop psychology.

Now, much of this is familiar 
to anyone who has followed the 

debate, such as it is, over cli-
mate change. Faced with the 
overwhelming scientific con-
sensus that man-made climate 
change is real and frightening, 
the right has long promoted 
the contrarian views of a hand-
ful of quacks — some with ac-
tual scientific credentials, but 
generally in fields other than 
climate science, and with a 
shared unwillingness to accept 
evidence that challenges their 
preconceptions. And there’s a 
strong overlap between orga-
nizations that promote climate 
denial and those that promoted 
virus denial.

But why is there such a close 
alliance between modern con-
servatism and quackery? A 
political movement that de-
mands absolute loyalty consid-
ers quacks more reliable than 

genuine experts, even if those 
experts currently support the 
movement’s policies.

There are quite a few serious 
economists who also happen 
to be conservative, but they 
have been largely frozen out 
by the Republican Party in fa-
vor of people like Moore. Why? 
Because serious economists 
might turn out to have princi-
ples, rejecting outlandish pol-
icy claims or changing their 
views in the face of evidence. 
And we can’t have that.

Another answer is that the 

modern right is driven in large 
part by the grievances of white 
men who don’t feel that they’re 
getting the respect they believe 
they deserve, and Fox-fueled 
hostility to “elites” who claim 
to know more than guys in 
diners — which, on technical 
subjects like epidemiology, 
they do — is a key part of the 
movement.

Finally, there has historical-
ly been a strong association be-
tween right-wing extremism 
and grifting, including snake-
oil and get-rich-quick schemes. 
Alex Jones, with his right-wing 
website, may attract an audi-
ence by peddling conspiracy 
theories, but he makes money 
by selling nutritional supple-
ments, which he is now claim-
ing offer protection against the 
coronavirus.

All of these factors making 
modern conservatism a hap-
py hunting ground for fake 
experts have reached a kind 
of apotheosis under Donald 
Trump, a grifter president 
whose whole political strategy 
is based on catering to white 
male grievance, and who both 
disdains expertise and always 
values loyalty above compe-
tence. And one result is the 
wildly premature push to re-
open the economy.

The good news is that many 
governors will probably ig-
nore this bad advice. But oth-
ers won’t, and the result will 
probably be many additional, 
avoidable deaths. If that hap-
pens, understand it for what it 
is: death by quackery.

A happy hunting 
ground for fake 
experts flourishes.

EVAN FROST/MINNESOTA PUBLIC RADIO, VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

People protesting stay-at-home-orders in America have 
received favorable coverage from right-wing media outlets.
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