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Power, Intimidation and the Resurrection of Trump's Support for Hegseth

The president-elect became convinced that letting Pete Hegseth fail would set off a feeding frenzy among senators. What followed was a MAGA swarm that helped salvage his bid, at least for now.

Pete Hegseth has spent much of the past week meeting with senators on Capitol Hill in an effort to win their support. Kenny Holston/The New York Times



By Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman
Reporting from Washington


Dec 12, 2024 at 08:00 AM

Just last week, Pete Hegseth was twisting in the wind.

President-elect Donald J. Trump's choice to lead the Pentagon was battered by damaging headlines: Drinking. Extramarital affairs. An allegation of sexual assault, which he denied.

Republican senators -- emboldened after tanking Mr. Trump's first choice for attorney general, the scandal-ridden Matt Gaetz -- were going public with their concerns. Mr. Trump was getting sick of hearing about it all, and he told confidants he was serious about picking Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida to replace him.

But within 48 hours, Mr. Trump had changed his mind. He was going to see if Mr. Hegseth could survive.

People close to the president-elect had been telling him that this was a moment that would test his power as he prepared to return to Washington. It would be catastrophic, they argued, if he allowed Republican senators, like Joni Ernst of Iowa, to obstruct his mandate.

This was about something more than Mr. Hegseth, they said.

The sequence that followed -- resuscitating Mr. Hegseth in less than a week from dead man walking to a man with a real shot of being confirmed by the Senate -- was a test case of power and intimidation in the Trump era.

It was a reminder of Mr. Trump's ability to summon an online swarm, even while spending minimal personal capital of his own. It showed that he has at his disposal a powerful movement, which jumped into action once his desires became clear. And it highlighted the role of Elon Musk, who has bottomless wealth to enforce Mr. Trump's desires.

This article is based on interviews with nearly a dozen people who have direct knowledge of how and why Mr. Trump salvaged Mr. Hegseth's bid, at least for now. They spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe a confidential process with the president-elect.

Signals to the MAGA Base

Mr. Hegseth relied on his own group of close allies to help navigate the media torrent and the Senate meetings as he made the rounds on Capitol Hill. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


Mr. Hegseth spent Wednesday, Dec. 4, just trying to stay in the running. Mr. Trump, in a private phone call that morning, gave his blessing for Mr. Hegseth to go out and fight for the job. But he had not yet decided to throw his own support behind him publicly.

Mr. Hegseth did an interview with Megyn Kelly of SiriusXM radio and said he was being smeared. His mother appeared on "Fox & Friends" to renounce a devastating 2018 email that described him as an "abuser" of women. Mr. Trump had been deeply bothered in particular by a New York Times story detailing that email, people close to him said.

Mr. Hegseth's appearances were intended as much for Mr. Trump's consumption as signals to the MAGA base that he would not quit, as Mr. Gaetz had done.

Mr. Trump's followers were ready to launch into the same defend-and-attack mode that they used during the 2018 fight to confirm Brett M. Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court after he had been accused of sexual assault. (Justice Kavanaugh has denied the accusations.)

But that was not possible until Mr. Trump made his intentions clear.

Mr. Hegseth had been getting nervous, particularly after reading the reports about Mr. DeSantis. He felt as though he was effectively under a gag order; people on the transition team had told him to stay away from the news media, a traditional approach in Washington confirmation battles. Mr. Trump's private blessing to go out and fight was all he needed.

By Thursday morning, Mr. Trump made his decision known to his inner circle: He was sticking with Mr. Hegseth.

His advisers had convinced him, after several days of gentle pressure, that abandoning Mr. Hegseth would only empower skeptical Republicans. But that was not the only reason. Mr. Trump also struggled to find anyone open to the prospect of Mr. DeSantis, who has had difficult relationships, at best, with several Trump aides and allies.

On Friday morning, Mr. Trump gave his first public show of support for Mr. Hegseth, saying on social media that he would be "fantastic" and that he has a "military state of mind."

The pressure campaign was on.

'Full Steam Ahead'

Vice President-elect JD Vance was instrumental on Capitol Hill in keeping Mr. Hegseth's nomination viable. Tom Brenner for The New York Times


Vice President-elect JD Vance reached out to G.O.P. senators and major figures in the broader MAGA movement, according to two people with direct knowledge of the conversations.

His message to his Senate colleagues was clear: I understand your concerns, but the president is not giving up on this nominee. He wants to fight.

The campaign to revive Mr. Hegseth's nomination was led internally by Mr. Vance and orchestrated externally by a small group of Mr. Trump's most aggressive allies.

The group included his eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., and MAGA media figures who are seen as most effective at quickly whipping up the base, chief among them Stephen K. Bannon; the radio host Charlie Kirk; and the Breitbart reporter Matt Boyle. A key behind-the-scenes operator in the pressure campaign has been Arthur Schwartz, who has been serving as Mr. Hegseth's media adviser and who is a close ally of Mr. Vance and Donald Trump Jr.

Early Friday morning, Mr. Bannon called Mr. Vance to ask him if Trump allies were fighting for Mr. Hegseth, according to two people briefed on the call.

Mr. Vance's reply: "Full steam ahead."

Mr. Hegseth relied on his own group of close allies to help navigate the media torrent and the Senate meetings as he made the rounds on Capitol Hill with his wife, Jennifer, by his side. The group included his brother, Phil; his Senate sherpa, Eric Ueland; and two former officials who worked with Mr. Hegseth at the group Concerned Veterans for America, Sean Parnell and Dan Caldwell. Fox News personalities also came out in defense of their former colleague, some even speaking privately to Mr. Trump last week to reassure him about allegations related to drinking.

But it was the hard-line base strategy that the Trump team considered most crucial.

Influential MAGA figures like Mr. Kirk quickly turned their audiences against the Republican senators believed to be the biggest obstacles. They threatened to recruit a primary challenger against Ms. Ernst in 2026. They sent threatening posts on social media, and on their radio shows they urged their listeners to pressure Ms. Ernst and to call her congressional office. Some online users scraped up information ostensibly from her divorce and made it public.

Jennifer Hegseth, Mr. Hegseth's wife, has accompanied him on visits to Capitol Hill this week. Kenny Holston/The New York Times


Mike Davis, a close ally of Mr. Trump who leads the conservative group the Article III Project, joined the online chorus. Kevin Roberts, who leads the Heritage Foundation, approved ad spending in support of Mr. Hegseth.

Brenna Bird, the popular attorney general of Iowa, wrote an opinion column in Breitbart News saying that Washington politicians were trying to obstruct Mr. Trump's administration. Ms. Bird did not mention Ms. Ernst by name, but her message was unmistakable.

And a dark-money conservative group that Mr. Musk has used for political spending ran digital ads in Iowa calling on people to urge Ms. Ernst to vote for Mr. Hegseth.

The cowing effect reveals how intensely worried Republican senators are about getting on the wrong side of Mr. Trump and his MAGA movement. The arc of their public comments charts their apparent capitulation.

Last week, the allegations against Mr. Hegseth were "very disturbing," in the words of Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina. Yet soon after that declaration, Mr. Graham said that "anonymous" statements against Mr. Hegseth were invalid.

Ms. Ernst's turnaround was even more striking. Mr. Hegseth had seemed almost tailor-made to earn her opposition. She is the first female combat veteran to serve in the Senate; he has said women should not be allowed to serve in combat. She is a survivor of sexual assault; he has been accused of it -- an allegation he denies.

A week ago, Ms. Ernst seemed as if she would not be able to get to yes on Mr. Hegseth. She said he would "have his work cut out for him." But after a few days of intense pressure, her comments this week could not have been more different.

"As I support Pete through this process, I look forward to a fair hearing based on truth, not anonymous sources," Ms. Ernst said in a statement on Monday after a meeting with Mr. Hegseth, echoing Mr. Graham.

Senator Joni Ernst at the Capitol on Tuesday. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


Mr. Hegseth is not out of the woods by any means. If all Democratic senators vote against him, he can lose no more than three Republicans during his confirmation vote. On Wednesday, Senator Susan Collins, Republican of Maine, said she had privately questioned Mr. Hegseth on both policy issues and the misconduct allegations against him but would not decide whether to back him until after a thorough vetting. And people involved in the process are nervous about the possibility of additional allegations coming to light before his confirmation hearing.

Still, Mr. Bannon, who served as Mr. Trump's chief strategist and remains a close ally, has argued that staying in the fight has its own value. Mr. Bannon had argued that it was a mistake to withdraw Mr. Gaetz's candidacy. If nothing else, he said, Mr. Gaetz served as a heat shield to distract the media and allow other divisive candidates to slip through, such as Mr. Trump's choice for F.B.I. director, Kash Patel.

"A guy like Gaetz performs a critical function -- drawing fire, meaning attention, from all other candidates," Mr. Bannon said in a text message to The New York Times. "It is critical to 'flood the zone' strategy to never withdraw, never retreat, double down, and overwhelm the system. That leads to victory."

Mr. Trump's allies say they have learned their lesson: no more Gaetzes, no more easy concessions to squeamish Republicans.

Whether Mr. Hegseth is ultimately confirmed or not, the past week is already seen as a resounding success by people close to Mr. Trump. It is their first test run of a blunt-force pressure strategy that will be replicated again and again, whenever a Republican gets in the way of Mr. Trump.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/12/us/politics/pete-hegseth-trump-defense-secretary.html



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Recent Immigration Surge Has Been Largest in U.S. History

Under President Biden, more than two million immigrants per year have entered, government data shows.

Migrants in Eagle Pass, Tex., in 2023. Gabriel V. Cardenas for The New York Times



By David Leonhardt
Graphics by Albert Sun



Dec 11, 2024 at 10:02 AM

The immigration surge of the past few years has been the largest in U.S. history, surpassing the great immigration boom of the late 1800s and early 1900s, according to a New York Times analysis of government data.

Annual net migration -- the number of people coming to the country minus the number leaving -- averaged 2.4 million people from 2021 to 2023, according to the Congressional Budget Office. Total net migration during the Biden administration is likely to exceed eight million people.

That's a faster pace of arrivals than during any other period on record, including the peak years of Ellis Island traffic, when millions of Europeans came to the United States. Even after taking into account today's larger U.S. population, the recent surge is the most rapid since at least 1850:


The numbers in the Times analysis include both legal and illegal immigration. About 60 percent of immigrants who have entered the country since 2021 have done so without legal authorization, according to a Goldman Sachs report based on government data.

The combined increases of legal and illegal immigration have caused the share of the U.S. population born in another country to reach a new high, 15.2 percent in 2023, up from 13.6 percent in 2020. The previous high was 14.8 percent, in 1890.


The Causes and Effects

Several factors caused the surge, starting with President Biden's welcoming immigration policy during his first three years in office. Offended by Donald J. Trump's harsh policies -- including the separation of families at the border -- Mr. Biden and other Democrats promised a different approach. "We're a nation that says, 'If you want to flee, and you're fleeing oppression, you should come,'" Mr. Biden said during his 2020 presidential campaign.

After taking office, his administration loosened the rules on asylum and other immigration policies, making it easier for people to enter the United States. Some have received temporary legal status while their cases wend through backlogged immigration courts. Others have remained without legal permission.

Outside causes have also played an important role in the surge. Turmoil in Haiti, Ukraine and Venezuela caused desperate people to flee their home countries. The growth of smuggler networks run by Mexican drug cartels allowed more people to reach the U.S. border. But the Biden administration's policy appears to have been the biggest factor: After Mr. Biden tightened enforcement in June, the number of people crossing the border plummeted.


The scale of recent immigration helps explain why the issue has played a central role in American politics over the past few years.

Mayors and governors, both Democratic and Republican, have complained about the strain on local government. In Chicago and elsewhere, residents have filled public meetings to make similar criticisms. In Denver, where tens of thousands of migrants have arrived, homeless people say that shelter spots are harder to find. In Queens, residents say that an influx of street vendors has created chaos in some neighborhoods.

Some of the biggest effects have occurred in South Texas, and Mr. Trump made big electoral gains there. Eight years ago, he won less than 30 percent of the vote in a strip of six counties along the Rio Grande. This year, he won all six counties.

Elsewhere, Democrats who managed to outpace Vice President Kamala Harris and win tough congressional races -- including in Arizona, Maine, Michigan, Nevada, New York and Wisconsin -- frequently criticized Mr. Biden's border policies. Polls suggest that the immigration surge was Ms. Harris's second biggest vulnerability, after only the economy.

Voters expressed particular frustration with the high recent levels of illegal immigration. Of the roughly eight million net new migrants who entered the U.S. during the Biden presidency, about five million did so without legal authorization, according to Goldman Sachs.

Some Republican politicians, including Mr. Trump, have spread falsehoods about recent immigrants, claiming that they have caused a crime wave. In truth, immigrants have historically committed crime at lower rates than native-born Americans, and crime fell nationwide over the past few years as immigration levels spiked.

Similarly, academic research suggests that the immigrants of recent decades, who have come primarily from Asia and Latin America, are climbing the economic ladder and assimilating into American society. Their children and grandchildren have made progress at a pace similar to that of the predominantly European immigrants of the late 1800s and early 1900s.

But high levels of immigration do have downsides, including the pressure on social services and increased competition for jobs. The Congressional Budget Office has concluded that wage growth for Americans who did not attend college will be lower than it otherwise would have been for the next few years because of the recent surge. On the flip side, higher immigration can reduce the cost of services and help Americans, many with higher incomes, who do not compete for jobs with immigrants

Bernard Yaros Jr., a lead U.S. economist at Oxford Economics, a research firm, described the recent increases as "something that we really haven't seen in recent memory." Mr. Yaros said that they had "helped cool wage growth."

The Census Undercount

Even with all the political attention on immigration, the precise size of the surge has been unclear because of the different ways that the federal government collects data. When looking at the distant past, researchers rely on once-a-decade Census Bureau surveys of the population. Those surveys include a question about birthplace.

But over the short term -- and especially during periods of change -- the Census Bureau can underestimate the size of the immigrant population, outside researchers say. For one thing, some immigrants, especially those without legal status, are likely to avoid replying to surveys. And the census uses a statistical technique that assumes that the country's population is not changing rapidly from year to year, rather than trying to measure precisely how it might have grown.

Julia Gelatt, associate director of the U.S. Immigration Policy Program at the Migration Policy Institute in Washington, noted that the census also undercounted the immigration population in the 1990s, when levels were rising. It later revised those numbers upward.

For these reasons, researchers have more faith in recent data collected by the Congressional Budget Office. It combines surveys with administrative data on border crossings, asylum applications and other immigration records to estimate net migration.

Private firms that have conducted their own analyses of government data -- such as Goldman Sachs and Oxford Economics -- have come to similar conclusions as the C.B.O. Officials at the Federal Reserve use the C.B.O.'s estimates rather than Census Bureau's when making decisions about monetary policy. Jerome Powell, the Fed chair, recently said that the actual levels of recent immigration were "likely not fully reflected" in the census numbers. A study by the Boston Fed described its conclusions as "consistent with the C.B.O.'s findings of very large increases in immigration."

An annual census survey, known as the American Community Survey, shows that the foreign-born population changed by an average of only about 900,000 from 2020 to 2023. The C.B.O., Goldman Sachs and Oxford Economics all estimate that net migration exceeded two million people during those years and likely will again this year.

The Future

What happens next is less clear. During the presidential campaign, Mr. Trump promised to conduct mass deportations, and many Americans favor the policy. In a New York Times/Siena College poll conducted in October, 57 percent of voters said they supported deporting immigrants who were living in the country illegally.

But the logistics of finding, apprehending and deporting millions of people would not be simple. Public support for the policy could decline if it swept up immigrants who had been in the country for years and established lives here. As a point of comparison, the Trump administration deported about 300,000 people per year, and the Obama administration deported almost 400,000 per year.

Whatever the number in a second Trump term, the recent immigration surge has probably ended. Mr. Biden's crackdown since the summer has caused net migration to drop sharply, and Mr. Trump has promised even tougher border policies when he takes office. Many would-be immigrants will be less likely to try to enter the country, knowing that their chances of success are lower.

There is an historical echo with a century ago. The immigration wave of the late 1800s and early 1900s also sparked a political backlash, leading to a 1924 law that tightly restricted immigration. Those restrictions remained largely in place for more than four decades.

More on the data

The Times analysis of recent immigration relied on census data until 2019 and a combination of census and C.B.O. data since 2020. We worked with experts in the government and elsewhere to pair the two data sets.

The census data is based on surveys. The C.B.O. data is based on both surveys and administrative records from immigration courts, border officials and other government agencies. Data from 1850 to 2000 comes from the decennial census; from 2010 to 2019, data comes from the American Community Survey; and from 2020 to 2023, it comes from the A.C.S. and the C.B.O.

Outside experts, including those at the Federal Reserve, consider the C.B.O.'s recent estimates to be more accurate. Some experts do think the C.B.O. estimate -- of 2.4 million per year from 2021 to 2023 -- is too high because it relies on administrative data that may miss some immigrants who return to their home countries. Other estimates are somewhat lower than those from the C.B.O. Goldman Sachs, for example, estimates annual net migration as just above two million per year from 2021 to 2023.

But the recent immigration surge has been so large that the central conclusions of our analysis remain even if the Goldman Sachs estimate is more accurate than the C.B.O. estimate: The recent immigration surge is the largest in U.S. history, and the foreign-born population has reached a new high.

In another way, our analysis understates the immigration surge because the analysis ends in July 2023. (The census's main population estimates are for July 1 of the listed year.) Immigration remained high for about 12 months after the summer of 2023, until Mr. Biden's crackdown.

In July of this year, the foreign-born share of the U.S. population reached 15.5 percent, the Goldman Sachs numbers suggest. C.B.O.'s estimates suggest the share was about 16 percent. In 2020, the share was 13.6 percent. The previous high of 14.8 percent occurred in 1890.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/briefing/us-immigration-surge.html
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Syria's New Leaders Balance Huge Struggles Amid Disorder

The rebels who seized control called for foreign help in prosecuting atrocities, while trying to restore order in a fractured country.

A former detainee of the notorious Sednaya prison being treated at a hospital after being freed by rebels. Nicole Tung for The New York Times



By Aryn Baker, Cassandra Vinograd, Euan Ward and Michael Levenson



Dec 11, 2024 at 11:00 PM

The rebels who seized control of Syria confronted the challenge on Wednesday of striking a balance between obtaining justice for the victims of atrocities committed under the ousted Assad regime and preventing the newly liberated country from descending into unchecked vengeance.

While Syria's new leaders have promised amnesty for conscripted soldiers who served under the former president, Bashar al-Assad, the leader of the rebel force that toppled him made clear on Wednesday that those who helped Mr. al-Assad brutalize or slaughter would be held accountable.

"We won't pardon those complicit in the torture and murder of detainees, and we will go after them in our country," the leader of the rebel offensive, Ahmed al-Shara, said on the Telegram messaging app. "We call on nations to hand over to us whoever of those criminals has escaped to them to subject them to justice."

Mr. al-Shara did not name any countries in particular, but Mr. al-Assad arrived in Russia over the weekend as the rebels swept into Damascus, the Syrian capital.

Mr. al-Shara's comments came as the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a British-based monitoring group, warned that armed groups had carried out retaliatory attacks on civilians in areas that were once considered loyal to the Assad government. But it was not clear who was carrying out the violence, or directing it.

Video circulating on social media and verified by The New York Times shows fighters inside the mausoleum of Hafez al-Assad, the former Syrian president and the father of Bashar al-Assad, in the northwestern town of al-Qardaha.

Video: Syria's Rebel Group Destroys Tomb of Ousted President's Father

Rebels damaged and burned the tomb of former Syrian president, Hafez al-Assad, in what some are calling an act of revenge.

As one of the fighters steps on the tomb, another can be heard thanking God. "This is avenging my cousins and their sons, who were killed by this criminal, Hafez al-Assad, in the 1980s," he says. "This is our revenge." In another clip, the rebels can be seen setting fire to parts of the tomb.

The Observatory reported that groups of gunmen were preparing to hunt down former commanders of Mr. al-Assad's military and that armed groups dressed in military uniforms were looting property and intimidating residents of Latakia Province, the heartland of the Alawite minority to which the Assad family belongs, prompting fears of sectarian strife.

While Syria is a majority Sunni Muslim country, it has significant communities of Christians and Druse, as well as others who adhere to different sects of Islam. Many of the ousted regime's top figures came from the Alawite sect.

Fears of a breakdown in security and of retaliation against supporters of the Assad regime -- and Alawites and Shia Muslims more broadly -- have led some to flee to neighboring Lebanon.

The rebel group headed by Mr. al-Shara, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, is Sunni, but has promised to work with all groups.

On Wednesday afternoon, one former Syrian army soldier, Abdallah Fahed, 44, lugged his small suitcase over the Masnaa border crossing as tears streamed down his cheeks. He said he did not believe the new leadership's promises of amnesty and reconciliation.

"They will take revenge," Mr. Fahed said. "What they are doing behind the camera is taking army soldiers and killing them. I don't feel safe going back."

Hamdia Abdel Karim, a Syrian refugee in Lebanon, saying goodbye to her daughter before returning home after 12 years of exile. Diego Ibarra Sanchez for The New York Times


The struggle to unify the country came as Syria's new leaders sought to establish a functioning government from the ruins of the Assad regime.

In an interview with the Italian newspaper Corriere Della Sera published on Wednesday, Mohammed al-Bashir, Syria's newly appointed caretaker prime minister, said that restoring "security and stability in all Syrian cities" was his government's first priority.

"People are exhausted by injustice and tyranny," Mr. al-Bashir said. "The authority of the state must be re-established to allow people to return to work and resume their normal lives."

But law and order require financing, he noted -- something he said the new government does not have. "Our coffers are empty," he said. "We are inheriting a bloated administration plagued by corruption."

He also said that the country had only Syrian pounds, "which are worth next to nothing," and no foreign reserves. "So yes, financially, we are in a very bad state," he said.

The swift collapse of the Assad government and the resulting power vacuum have set off fresh fighting among armed factions in the country. Clashes in recent days have centered on Manbij, in northern Syria, pitting forces backed by the United States against those backed by Turkey, a NATO ally.

On Wednesday, the Kurdish-led group supported by the United States said it had agreed to a U.S.-brokered cease-fire in Manbij, which American officials have not confirmed. The Syrian Observatory reported that the Turkish-backed forces had captured Manbij on Monday, a claim that the American-backed group, the Syrian Democratic Forces, denied.

A rebel fighter praying at a Syrian military intelligence Branch in Damascus, on Wednesday. Nicole Tung for The New York Times


The U.S. secretary of defense, Lloyd J. Austin III, said on Wednesday that protecting American troops in the area was his "No. 1 priority." About 900 U.S. troops are stationed in northeast Syria, working with the Kurdish force to fight the Islamic State.

Since the fall of Mr. al-Assad, U.S. officials have begun a diplomatic push to promote stability in Syria. The effort has been complicated because Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, which led the rebellion, is designated as a terrorist group by the United States and the United Nations. The group, once linked to Al Qaeda, has been accused of human rights violations in the years it has governed a part of northwestern Syria.

President Biden's national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, plans to hold meetings about Syria this week in Israel, while Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken plans to visit Turkey and Jordan. Mr. Blinken plans to press his hosts for help in ensuring a transition to an "accountable and representative" Syrian government that respects the rights of minorities, the State Department said.

The department also said that the new government should "prevent Syria from being used as a base of terrorism or posing a threat to its neighbors, and ensure that chemical weapons stockpiles are secured and safely destroyed."

The American diplomatic effort comes as Israel, the closest U.S. ally in the region, has launched hundreds of strikes on military assets in Syria, saying it wants to keep weapons out of the hands of extremists.

The State Department's top counterterrorism official, Elizabeth Richard, acknowledged on Wednesday that the Biden administration had been surprised by the sudden collapse of the Assad regime. She said that the U.S. would need to find ways to engage with Syria's new government, however troubling aspects of its past may be.

"We can't wait till everyone is Mother Teresa and then talk to them," said Ms. Richard, a former U.S. ambassador to Lebanon. "This situation illustrates how much these days we need to work in the gray. This is not black and white. This is not good guys and bad guys."

She continued: "That does not mean we recognize a terrorist group as the owner of Syria today. There's a lot that needs to happen before that happens. However, I think we have gotten more comfortable as a government in working in the gray."

Children looking on as a Land Cruiser, a car often used by the intelligence and police apparatus of the ousted regime, burned in Damascus on Wednesday. Nicole Tung for The New York Times


Reporting was contributed Michael Crowley, Ed Wong, Enjoli Liston and Nader Ibrahim.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/world/middleeast/syria-rebels-retribution-fears.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




The Gold Rush at the Heart of a Civil War

Famine and ethnic cleansing stalk Sudan. Yet the gold trade is booming, enriching generals and propelling the fight.

Sudanese soldiers drove through a destroyed market in Sudan's capital, Khartoum, in April. 



By Declan Walsh
Reporting from Juba, South Sudan; Port Sudan, Sudan; Cairo; and Adre, Chad.


Dec 11, 2024 at 10:00 AM

The luxury jet touched down in Juba, the capital of South Sudan, on a mission to collect hundreds of pounds of illicit gold.

On board was a representative of a ruthless paramilitary group accused of ethnic cleansing in Sudan's sprawling civil war, the flight manifest showed. The gold itself had been smuggled from Darfur, a region of famine and fear in Sudan that is largely under his group's brutal control.

Porters grunted as they heaved cases filled with gold, about $25 million worth, onto the plane, said three people involved with or briefed on the deal. Airport officials discreetly maintained a perimeter around the jet, which stood out in the main airport of one of the world's poorest countries.

After 90 minutes, the jet took off again, landing before dawn on March 6 at a private airport in the United Arab Emirates, flight data showed. Its gleaming cargo soon vanished into the global gold market.

As Sudan burns and its people starve, a gold rush is underway.

War has shattered Sudan's economy, collapsed its health system and turned much of the once-proud capital into piles of rubble. Fighting has also set off one of the world's worst famines in decades, with 26 million people facing acute hunger or starvation.

But the gold trade is humming. The production and trade of gold, which lies in rich deposits across the vast nation, has actually surpassed prewar levels -- and that's just the official figure in a country rife with smuggling.

Indeed, billions of dollars in gold are flowing out of Sudan in virtually every direction, helping to turn the Sahel region of Africa into one of the world's largest gold producers at a time when prices are hitting record highs.

But instead of using the windfall to help the legions of hungry and homeless people, Sudan's warring sides are wielding the gold to bankroll their fight, deploying what U.N. experts call "starvation tactics" against tens of millions of people.

Gold helps pay for the drones, guns and missiles that have killed tens of thousands of civilians and forced 11 million from their homes. It is the prize for rampaging fighters and mercenaries who have robbed so many banks and homes that the capital now resembles a giant crime scene, with fighters gleefully vaunting piles of stolen jewelry and gold bars on social media.

Video: 

Fighters with the Rapid Support Forces can be seen in a recent video distributing gold jewelry looted during the paramilitary group's campaign to seize control of Sudan.

The Sudanese people once hoped that gold would lift up their country. Instead, it is turning out to be their downfall. It even helps explain why the war started -- and why it is so hard to stop.

"Gold is destroying Sudan," said Suliman Baldo, a Sudanese expert on the nation's resources, "and it's destroying the Sudanese."

The civil war pits the nation's military and what remains of the government against their former ally, a paramilitary group known as the Rapid Support Forces.

The group's commander, Lt. Gen. Mohamed Hamdan, is a camel trader turned warlord whose forces grew especially powerful after they seized one of Sudan's most lucrative gold mines in 2017.

"It's nothing, just an area in Darfur that belongs to us," he told The New York Times in a 2019 interview, trying to downplay its significance.

The mine became the cornerstone of a billion-dollar empire that transformed his armed group, the R.S.F., into a formidable force. General Hamdan later sold the mine to the government for $200 million, helping him buy even more weapons and political influence.

But that wealth and ambition led to a standoff with the Sudanese military, paving the way for the civil war that has all but destroyed the country.

The fight for gold only intensified when the war broke out in 2023. In one of his opening salvos, General Hamdan seized back the mine he had sold to the government. Weeks later, his fighters marched on the national gold refinery in the capital as well, making away with $150 million in gold bars, the government says.

Lt. Gen. Mohamed Hamdan at the headquarters of Sudan's military in June 2019. Declan Walsh/The New York Times


Gold drives the war for Sudan's military, too. It has bombed R.S.F. mines, while ramping up gold production in areas still under government control, often by inviting foreign powers to do the mining. Sudanese officials have been negotiating gun and gold deals with Russia and are seeking to woo Chinese mining executives. They even share a gold mine with Gulf leaders accused of arming their enemies.

The war's foreign sponsors play both sides as well.

President Vladimir V. Putin has long heralded Russian gold mining in Sudan, and his country's Wagner Group worked with the military and its rivals even before they went to war.

Now that Wagner's boss is dead, killed in a plane crash after his brief mutiny against Russia's military leaders, the Kremlin has taken over the group's business and appears to be pursuing gold on either side of the front line, partnering with the R.S.F. in the west and the nation's army in the east.

The United Arab Emirates is also lighting both ends of the fuse. On the battlefield, it backs the R.S.F., sending it powerful drones and missiles in a covert operation under the guise of a humanitarian mission.

Yet when it comes to gold, the Emiratis are also helping to fund the opposing side. An Emirati company, linked by officials to the royal family, owns the largest industrial mine in Sudan. It sits in government-controlled territory and delivers a chunk of money to the army's cash-strapped war machine -- yet another example of the dizzying array of alliances and counter-alliances fueling the war.

An official Emirati photograph shows aid arriving for Sudanese refugees. American officials say the Emirates also supplied arms to the R.S.F. through the same airport. Emirates News Agency


Motorbikes, trucks and planes spirit gold out of the nation at every turn, shuttling it across the porous borders with Sudan's seven neighboring countries. Ultimately, nearly all of it ends up in the United Arab Emirates, the prime destination for smuggled gold from Sudan, the State Department says.

Along the way, a motley chain of profiteers take their cut -- criminals, warlords, spymasters, generals and corrupt officials, the cogs of an expanding war economy that provides a powerful financial incentive for the conflict to grind on, experts say.

Some now liken Sudan's gold to so-called blood diamonds and other conflict minerals.

"To end the war, follow the money," said Mo Ibrahim, a Sudanese tycoon whose foundation promotes good governance. "Gold feeds the supply of weapons, and we need to pressure the individuals behind it. At the end of the day, they are merchants of death."

An Empire of Gold

In the Spain-sized region of Darfur, where a genocide spurred global outrage two decades ago, the horrors have returned.

R.S.F. fighters have waged a campaign of ethnic cleansing against civilians and carried out a punishing siege on an ancient city. In the turmoil, the world's first famine in four years started in a camp of 450,000 terrified civilians.

"I shouted and screamed," said Zuhal al-Zein Hussain, a woman from Darfur who recounted being gang-raped by R.S.F. fighters last year. "But it was useless."

Zuhal al-Zein Hussain at a refugee camp in Chad in July. Ivor Prickett for The New York Times


Yet in a corner of Darfur largely untouched by the war, the R.S.F. has also been quietly building a vast, secretive gold mining operation.

The enterprise, worth hundreds of millions a year, expanded with the help of Russia's Wagner mercenaries and has become the financial fuel of a military campaign notorious for atrocities.

In the savanna around Songo, a mining town hacked out of a nature reserve, tens of thousands of miners labor in sandy pits in a region rich with gold, uranium and possibly diamonds. The mines provide rare, though often dangerous, jobs at a time of near total economic breakdown.

But a fortune is being made by the R.S.F., whose fighters control every aspect of the gold trade.


The mines are the latest offshoot of a vast family business that began well before the war.

When General Hamdan seized a major gold mine in Darfur in 2017 -- effectively becoming Sudan's biggest gold trader overnight -- he channeled the profits into a network of as many as 50 companies that paid for weapons, influence and fighters, the U.N. says.

His paramilitary force ballooned in size, and General Hamdan grew so wealthy from gold and supplying mercenaries for the war in Yemen that he publicly offered $1 billion in 2019 to stabilize Sudan's tottering economy.

One company anchors his empire of guns and gold. It's called Al Junaid, and the United States sanctioned it last year, saying that gold had become "a vital source of revenue" for General Hamdan and his fighters.

As violence has engulfed Sudan, Al Junaid has focused on hundreds of square miles around Songo, where the R.S.F. has long worked closely with Wagner.

Production across the region has been brisk, according to witnesses, satellite images and documents obtained by The Times. A confidential report submitted to the United Nations Security Council in November found that $860 million worth of gold had been extracted from paramilitary-controlled mines in Darfur this year alone.

Satellite images analyzed by The Times show ongoing activity at a major Al Junaid gold plant 35 miles south of Songo. Recently built houses beside the plant indicate a growing work force. Maxar Technologies


The fighters don't do the digging themselves. At about 13 sites across the region, small-scale miners work for a pittance. The R.S.F. controls everything at the barrel of a gun.

Sudanese journalists with Ayin Media, an investigative website, visited the area this year and recounted R.S.F. fighters patrolling an Al Junaid gold plant, with Russian employees stationed behind high walls.

Sudan's mines have been a big lure for Wagner, as The Times reported two years ago. New documents obtained by The Times since then further detail Wagner's partnership with the R.S.F., including a plan to prospect for diamonds near Songo.

In one letter from 2021, a manager for Al Junaid invoked the name of the R.S.F. leader, General Hamdan, and extolled "the great work between us and the Russian company," a common shorthand for Wagner in Sudan.

The alliance is about weapons as well as money. U.N. investigators have documented missile shipments from Wagner to the R.S.F.

Songo is now so important to General Hamdan that the mines are a military target. The Sudanese air force bombed the area last year and again in January, killing civilians, according to news reports. A video taken after one strike shows people scrambling for safety as a fire blazes nearby.

Video: 

Witnesses filmed a fire that engulfed a gold mine near Sudan's border in January 2024.

The R.S.F. has a ready market for its gold in the Emirates, where 2,500 tons of undeclared gold from Africa, worth a staggering $115 billion, were smuggled between 2012 and 2022, according to a recent study by Swiss Aid, a development group.

The challenge is getting it there.

Before the war, General Hamdan could fly his gold directly to the Emirates. But Sudan's main airport has been destroyed in the war, its tarmac riddled with holes, and the other way out, through Port Sudan, is in army hands.

So the R.S.F. has had to find new routes through neighboring countries -- as it did with the smuggling job earlier this year, when porters heaved cases filled with illicit gold across the airport tarmac.

A Luxury Jet, Loaded with Gold

The plane that landed in South Sudan on March 5 to pick up that gold was not the usual bush hopper used by many smugglers in Africa.

It was a Bombardier Global Express, a long-range business jet of a kind favored by corporate executives, and it was registered in the United States.

Its crew had a troubled history.

Juba International Airport, in the capital of South Sudan, where an American-registered private jet landed in early March, on a mission to collect smuggled gold. Ivor Prickett for The New York Times


Seven months earlier, the pilot in command of the plane and the flight attendant had been arrested in Zambia soon after landing in another private jet. Zambian investigators who raided that plane confiscated five guns, $5.7 million in cash and 602 bars of fake gold, indicating a likely gold scam, they said.

The flight to pick up the R.S.F.'s gold, by contrast, went off smoothly, possibly because the deal involved a web of powerful officials from multiple countries who helped ease the way, according to flight documents and three people who were involved with or briefed on the deal.

After leaving Abu Dhabi, the Bombardier jet -- with the same pilot and flight attendant -- stopped off briefly in Uganda before landing in South Sudan. Though the plane had room for 15 passengers as well, only two were listed on a manifest obtained by The Times.

One of them was a relative of General Hamdan who has acted on behalf on R.S.F. interests before, said several officials and experts familiar with the paramilitary group's business networks.

The other passenger on the manifest was a senior intelligence officer for Uganda, a country widely seen as a major hub for smuggled African gold. In 2022, the Treasury Department sanctioned a large gold refinery right next to Uganda's main airport that, it said, was handling hundreds of millions of dollars in conflict gold every year.

"It's the epicenter of gold laundering in Africa," J.R. Mailey, an expert on corruption at the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, said of Uganda.

At the African Gold Refinery in Entebbe, Uganda, in 2018. The Treasury Department placed sanctions on the refinery and its owner, a Belgian businessman named Alain Goetz, in 2022. Baz Ratner/Reuters


Reached by phone, the senior Ugandan official confirmed that his passport details listed on the manifest were accurate, though he denied being on the plane or transporting any gold from Sudan. But the three people involved with or briefed on the deal said he was seen standing outside the Bombardier jet as porters loaded it with cases of gold weighing as much as 1,200 pounds in all.

Other regional officials appeared to take part in the deal, too. The gold had come in from Darfur through the city of Wau in South Sudan, two of the people briefed on the transfer said. From there, it was transported to Juba aboard a commercial airliner operated by South Sudanese intelligence, they said.

South Sudan is a particularly opaque corner of the international gold trade. Senior figures in the country's elite control a gold industry that produces up to 40 tons a year, diplomats say. Yet, officially, they export next to nothing.

Only a single kilo of gold left the country through official export channels this year, said James Yousif Kundu, a director general for the nation's mining ministry.

"The rest may be smuggled," he said.

On March 6, the Bombardier jet landed back in Abu Dhabi, just before 3 a.m., at the Al Bateen Executive Airport used by business and government jets, flight data shows. (Fly Alliance Aviation, the Florida-based company that operates the Bombardier jet and advertises it on its website, declined to answer questions about the flight, including who had chartered it and why.)

The luxury jet used by the smugglers in March is advertised on the website of Fly Alliance, a Florida-based company. 


The Emirates is a major hub for the R.S.F., which uses front companies controlled by General Hamdan and his relatives to sell gold and buy weapons, officials say. Since the war started, the United States has imposed sanctions on 11 R.S.F. companies, mostly in the Emirates, and often for their links to the gold trade.

On the sidelines of American-sponsored peace efforts in August, which failed to stop the war, General Hamdan's younger brother, Algoney Hamdan, told The Times that he had lived in the Emirates for the past decade. But he insisted that the R.S.F. was no longer in the gold business.

"Since the war, there haven't been any more exports," he said.

Less than two months later, the United States imposed sanctions on him, calling him the "procurement director" for the paramilitary group, responsible for obtaining weapons "to facilitate attacks and other atrocities against their own citizens."

Sudanese troops standing guard in the basement of a building used as an arms depot by the R.S.F. in Omdurman, in the western part of the capital, in April.


The Government's Gold

Hundreds of miles from the R.S.F.'s gritty, but lucrative, gold pits in Darfur sits a modern, industrial gold mine that helps the military keep fighting as well.

It's called the Kush mine, with giant excavators and expensive machinery that churns out gold and generates precious income for Sudan's wartime government.

The trick is, Sudan's leaders haven't always known who owns it.

They thought the mine -- out in the desert, 220 miles from the capital -- was controlled by Boris Ivanov, a Russian mining executive with ties to the Kremlin who flourished in the upheaval of post-Soviet Russia.

But when they looked more closely in 2021, Sudanese government officials discovered that the mine had actually passed into the hands of mysterious new investors from the United Arab Emirates, the country backing their enemy today.

Officials from the Sudanese government, which had a minority stake in the mine, said that no one bothered to tell them of their surprising new partnership. So they sent a delegation, led by Sudan's finance minister, to Abu Dhabi to sort it out.

Kush was the jewel of Sudan's gold boom, the largest industrial gold mine in the country. It also had geopolitical significance, as a focal point of Sudan's strengthening ties with Russa.

Mr. Putin singled out the "flagship" project at the first Russia-Africa summit in 2019, and he named the Russian company under U.S. sanctions at the center of the effort. Mr. Ivanov, the managing director of that company, also spoke at the summit, at a session titled "Using Minerals in Africa for the Benefit of Its Peoples."

A photograph released by Russian state media shows President Vladimir V. Putin meeting with Sudan's army chief, Gen. Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, on the sidelines of the 2019 Russia-Africa Summit in Sochi, Russia. Mikhail Metzel/Sputnik


Mr. Ivanov's success in mining was a classic story of post-Soviet Russia. He began his career as a diplomat -- posted in the 1980s to the Soviet embassy in Washington, where his portfolio included arms control -- and ended up in the oil, gas and mining business. (Two former colleagues said he boasted that he was also working under cover for the K.G.B. during his time in Washington. A person briefed on Western intelligence confirmed that, but a spokesman for Mr. Ivanov denied the assertion, saying Mr. Ivanov never had any ties to Russian intelligence).

By 2015, when the Kush mine began producing gold, Russia and Sudan were both facing international sanctions -- Russia for its intervention in Ukraine, and Sudan for the genocide in Darfur -- and their joint gold mining only expanded from there.

Mr. Ivanov seemed to prosper as well. Property records show that he and his wife, Natasha, bought two condominiums in Manhattan, next to St. Patrick's Cathedral on Fifth Avenue, in the early 2010s. Later, they bought a pair of adjoining beachfront homes in Juno Beach, Florida, which they are seeking to demolish to construct a single 15,000-foot mansion instead.

But when the Sudanese officials traveled to Abu Dhabi in 2021, they learned that Mr. Ivanov wasn't the only one they were in business with.

The mine in Sudan now belonged to Emiral Resources, a new company founded by Mr. Ivanov. And behind that company was a much bigger player -- Sheikh Tahnoon bin Zayed, the Emirati National security adviser and brother to the country's leader, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed, according to three people familiar with the talks.

Boris Ivanov and his daughter Katie Ivanov attend the Princess Grace Awards at The Pierre Hotel in New York in October 2024. Jared Siskin/Patrick McMullan, via Getty Images


In an email, an Emiral spokesman confirmed that the company was owned by "a leading Abu Dhabi investment group," but declined to provide names.

The takeover was a sign of the Emiratis' billion-dollar push into African mining. Seeking to diversify the nation's oil-dependent economy, Sheikh Tahnoon's companies are racing to acquire mines and the raw minerals needed for electric cars and the transition to green energy.

That means the Emiratis are effectively hedging their bets in Sudan's war. In the past 18 months, they have smuggled vast amounts of weapons to the R.S.F., often under the guise of the Red Crescent, a potential war crime.

But the Emirati-owned Kush mine in government-controlled territory likely generates tens of millions of dollars for the Sudanese authorities, who, in turn, use the money to buy Iranian drones, Chinese planes and other weapons.

In other words, the Emirates is arming one side in the war, while funding the other.

The Biden administration raised its concerns directly to Sheikh Mohammed and Sheikh Tahnoon when they visited the White House in September, three senior U.S. officials said. Yet President Biden has been careful not to publicly criticize a wealthy Gulf nation that is an ally on Iran and Israel -- infuriating many Sudanese.

President Biden welcoming the leader of the United Arab Emirates, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed, to the White House in September. Tom Brenner for The New York Times


A degree of mystery still surrounds the role of Mr. Ivanov, however. Records at Sudan's mining ministry list him as part owner of the Kush mine, a senior Sudanese official said. But Emiral contested that, saying Mr. Ivanov left the business last year and that "Emiral is an Emirati company."

Mr. Ivanov remains in the public eye. With his wife and daughter, he attended a gala dinner in Manhattan in October for the Princess Grace Foundation.

Prince Albert II, the monarch of Monaco, presented an award to the actor Michael Douglas. The program said the Ivanovs, listed as a "crown sponsor," paid $100,000 for their table.

Blood Mineral

When Sudan's gold boom kicked off over a decade ago, many Sudanese families built their futures around it, storing jewelry at home or in banks for a rainy day.

Now, they rely on it to survive.

Ten days into the war, Al Fatih Hashim sped through the chaotic streets of the capital, Khartoum, and held his breath through checkpoints manned by plunderous fighters. The car carried his fearful parents and siblings, their hastily-packed clothes -- and bags of hidden gold.

Mr. Hashim had stashed the family's wedding jewelry in a hidden compartment under the back seat, and even inside the fuel tank, he said, adding: "It was our insurance policy."

The ruse worked. After weeks, the family made it to Egypt, where the gold funds their precarious new lives as refugees.

"We had to live from the gold," he said. "So many other families have done the same."

Even before the conflict, gold was so essential that it soared to 70 percent of the country's exports, helping to make up for the oil revenues Sudan lost after the secession of South Sudan in 2011.

A store selling gold jewelry at the main gold market in the Sudanese capital in 2022. Abdulmonam Eassa for The New York Times


War vaporized that wealth. Gold has been looted from homes, seized at checkpoints or stolen from banks, sometimes by fighters using metal detectors to ferret it out. But the generals and their foreign allies dominate the trade.

Russian officials have streamed to Port Sudan this year, offering weapons to Sudan's army in exchange for a naval port on the Red Sea. They also want to mine: Sudan's minerals minister met a Russian delegation in September.

But even if the war's foreign sponsors walked away, the gold trade is so lucrative that the belligerents could finance the conflict on their own, experts say.

In the first year of war alone, Sudanese officials say, the nation produced over 50 tons of gold -- more than during the previous 12 months of peace.

One solution could be pressuring the buyers. Classifying Sudanese gold as a "conflict mineral" could require companies to keep Sudanese gold out of their products. Similar concerns over "blood diamonds" from West Africa led to a U.N.-backed certification system two decades ago.

But gold, which is often melted and mixed, can be hard to trace. And with gold prices recently smashing records, the incentives for war keep growing.

"Our country is cursed by gold," Duaa Tariq, a volunteer aid worker, said from her home in war-torn Khartoum.

"Gold created armed groups and made some people rich," continued Ms. Tariq, 32, an art curator who now serves meals in a food kitchen and helps victims of sexual assault. "But for most of us, it only brought trouble and war."

A looted home in Omdurman, the western part of Sudan's capital, in April. Ivor Prickett for The New York Times


Reporting was contributed by Anatoly Kurmanaev in Berlin; Malachy Browne in Limerick, Ireland; Abdalrahman Altayeb in Port Sudan, Sudan; Julian E. Barnes and Eric Schmitt in Washington; Jack Begg and William K. Rashbaum in New York; and Mohamed Elhadi in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
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Critic's Notebook


Objectifying the Accused

What happens when violent crimes are overshadowed by appearances?

Luigi Mangione leaving a Pennsylvania courthouse this week. Jeff Swensen/Getty Images



By Vanessa Friedman
The author has covered image-making in court and politics for The Times since 2014.


Dec 11, 2024 at 05:18 PM

From the moment the world saw the smiling, unmasked face of the young man in the New York City hostel, memes began spreading about his looks. In the days since, after Luigi Mangione was identified and charged in the murder of the UnitedHealthcare chief executive Brian Thompson, it has been impossible to escape his photo. Or photos. They are proliferating.

They are on television, in the newspaper and all over social media. Not just pictures of Mr. Mangione from his booking at a police station in Altoona, Pa., or his mug shots in prison orange, but photos of him in earlier times, in a navy blazer, crisp white shirt and tie. Images of him hiking shirtless in the hills. In all of them, he is clean-shaven, curly-haired, often flashing a bright, white grin. Even his Tinder profile has made it into the public, with more pics featuring his six-pack. One commentator compared the stream of pictures to "an endless photo shoot."

And with them have come the comments. The swooning. The fan cams.

"If the guy is fit, you must acquit," went one post on X.

"He's even hotter with his mask and shirt off," went another.

Indeed, it didn't take long for Mr. Mangione to be popularly christened "the hot assassin."

Even before a suspect had been named, much was written about the killer's elevation to folk hero status. He was cast in the role of what the historian Eric Hobsbawm called the "social bandit" -- one man seeming to take a stand against an unfair system. Then, once Mr. Mangione had been accused of shooting and killing Mr. Thompson, what forensic psychologists call the "halo effect" came into play.

The official term for the tendency of the public to equate innocence with attractiveness, the halo effect when combined with the social bandit phenomenon creates a combustible pop-culture archetype -- one beloved by mythmakers and Hollywood and rooted deep in the general psyche. You get Robin Hood, as played by Russell Crowe. Jesse James, as played by Brad Pitt (not to mention Colin Farrell, Rob Lowe and Tyrone Power). Butch and Sundance, the Paul Newman-Robert Redford version. You get the thirsty, soft-focus take on the criminal and the bloody revolutionary.

Che Guevara in 1964. The Cuban revolutionary was played by Benicio del Toro in a 2008 film. CBS Photo Archive/Getty Images

While in prison for leading a cult that committed multiple murders, Charles Manson became a romantic fixation for many female fans. Wally Fong/Associated Press


Already Mr. Mangione is being compared to Che Guevara. He simply seems to fit perfectly into an existing narrative polished and defanged by the dream factory, with all the preconceptions (and forgiveness) that implies. He looks the part. And the internet is rolling out that portrait in real time, shaping the story based on the main character's -- well, shape, even before most people even know what, exactly, the story is.

There is a long history of the romanticization of the beautiful and the incarcerated (with particular privilege given to white men); see, for example, Charles Manson, and the number of women who became his prison pen pals. There is also, said Michael TenEyck, an assistant professor of criminology at the University of Texas at Arlington, a long history of research that shows "attractiveness relates to a decrease in arrests and incarceration length" -- especially when you add in good grooming.

This has been exacerbated by social media, where photos are a means of communication everyone can pass judgment upon, often before any facts are known. Or, in some cases, allow viewers to go straight to public declarations of desire, before anything substantial is revealed about the person behind the face, and the body.

Before this case, for example, there was that of Jeremy Meeks, otherwise known as "the hot felon," a former member of the Crips who was incarcerated for grand theft, whose mug shot became a meme, who became a model when he was released -- and who now has over a million Instagram followers.

Jeremy Meeks in court in 2014. Elijah Nouvelage/Getty Images


The problem is, as each new story is added to the tradition, it loses some of its real horror, and takes on more of the glow. Little wonder the proposals have already begun to give Mr. Mangione's story the celebrity treatment. Not long after his photos began to appear, Jameela Jamil, the British actor and TV presenter, decreed, "A star is born." Jonathan Van Ness, one of the stars of the show "Queer Eye," suggested the next season "should be solely dedicated to Luigi Mangione, no?" Then he added: "I would not touch those gorg curls. Well maybe just refresh them. But the brows, would never touch."

Ezra Sosa of "Dancing With the Stars" made a TikTok to "Lips Like Sugar," suggesting Mr. Mangione "finna be my partner Season 34." (There is precedent: Anna Delvey, the society fraudster, was Mr. Sosa's partner during the last series, and performed complete with ankle bracelet.)

Calls have gone out online for Ryan Murphy, executive producer of the FX anthology series "American Crime Story," whose recent season on the Menendez brothers inspired its own fan club, to take on the Mangione drama. (Netflix is also getting name-checked.) In the game of fantasy casting, Dave Franco is a favorite to star. Even Kim Kardashian has been tagged in a nudge to get her to accept the case as part of her prison reform project.

But in all the hoo-ha over hotness -- and, potentially, the way such stories often get rewritten and recreated by history -- what gets lost is the violence, as well as the victims.
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Christopher Wray Says He'll Step Down as F.B.I. Director

President-elect Donald J. Trump had already signaled his intention to replace Mr. Wray with a longtime loyalist, Kash Patel.

Video: Christopher Wray to Resign as F.B.I. Director

The director said he was intending to step down in January at the end of the Biden administration.


By Adam Goldman and Devlin Barrett
Reporting from Washington


Dec 11, 2024 at 07:07 PM

The F.B.I. director, Christopher A. Wray, said on Wednesday that he intended to resign before the Trump administration took office, bowing to the reality that President-elect Donald J. Trump had publicly declared his desire to replace him.

Mr. Wray announced the move while addressing employees on Wednesday afternoon in remarks that tacitly acknowledged the politically charged position the F.B.I. now faces with an incoming president who openly scorns the agency.

"I've decided the right thing for the bureau is for me to serve until the end of the current administration in January and then step down," Mr. Wray said, adding, "This is the best way to avoid dragging the bureau deeper into the fray, while reinforcing the values and principles that are so important to how we do our work."

The director spoke wistfully about his time at the F.B.I. "This is not easy for me," he said, addressing a packed conference room at F.B.I. headquarters, as many more watched on video feeds at F.B.I. offices around the country. "I love this place, I love our mission and I love our people." He left the room to a standing ovation, and some shed tears as Mr. Wray shook employees' hands on the way out, according to an F.B.I. official.

The announcement comes after Mr. Trump said in late November that he intended to nominate Kash Patel, a longtime loyalist, to run the F.B.I., and more than two years before Mr. Wray's 10-year term would have expired.

Paul Abbate, the deputy F.B.I. director, is set to retire in late April but would typically serve as acting director until Mr. Patel is confirmed. It is not clear who would replace Mr. Abbate, the most senior agent in the bureau, or whether he would actually stay past the change of the administration.

Over more than seven years, Mr. Wray oversaw one of the most consequential and tumultuous periods in the bureau's history, juggling high-profile criminal investigations of political figures, heated congressional inquiries and two attempted assassinations of Mr. Trump.

Even as he fended off Mr. Trump's relentless criticisms of the F.B.I., Mr. Wray supervised a wide array of national security issues that included terrorism, escalating cyberattacks and threats from geopolitical rivals like China, Iran and Russia. He also had to grapple with a spate of mass shootings and the rise of right-wing extremism while managing an agency with 35,000 employees and a budget of more than $10 billion.

But it was the bureau's scrutiny of Mr. Trump that almost certainly cut short Mr. Wray's tenure.

His F.B.I. repeatedly investigated Mr. Trump, including by conducting a court-approved search of the president-elect's Mar-a-Lago estate in 2022 for classified documents, examining his widespread efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election and delving into the possible links between his 2016 campaign and Russian intelligence operatives engaged in election interference.

Under Mr. Wray's watch, agents also investigated the current president, Joseph R. Biden Jr., over his handling of sensitive records after he left the vice presidency. They undertook several other politically charged cases that made the agency the subject of sharp partisan scrutiny, including its inquiry into Hunter Biden.

In the face of intense political cajoling, second-guessing and condemnation, Mr. Wray frequently urged his agents to "keep calm and tackle hard," and preached a strict adherence to the investigative process that has been the agency's calling card for decades.

His apparent successor could not be more different. Mr. Patel, a former federal prosecutor and public defender, is a fierce critic of the F.B.I. and has vowed to fire its leadership, empty its headquarters and root out the president-elect's perceived enemies in what he calls the "deep state."

Mr. Wray's resignation was not unexpected, but former and current F.B.I. agents said the news still hit hard. They voiced wariness at what could ensue if Mr. Patel was confirmed and said they were bracing themselves for upheaval.

In a letter to President Biden on Wednesday notifying him of his decision to leave, Mr. Wray praised the integrity of the F.B.I.'s work force and warned that it must keep up with a wide array of potential threats.

"This is no time for complacency or distraction," he wrote.

Mr. Trump welcomed the news of the move, praising it on social media as "a great day for America."

Under Mr. Wray's leadership, he added, the bureau had "raided my home, without cause, worked diligently on illegally impeaching and indicting me, and has done everything else to interfere with the success and future of America."

Speaking to reporters on Capitol Hill, Mr. Patel said that "we look forward to a very smooth transition at the F.B.I., and I'll be ready to go on Day 1."

Mr. Wray became the bureau's eighth director in August 2017, after Mr. Trump fired James B. Comey from the job in 2017 in the middle of the Russia investigation.

At the start, Mr. Trump called Mr. Wray "a man of impeccable credentials." But the president quickly soured on him.

Mr. Wray withstood extraordinary pressure from Mr. Trump to leverage the powers of law enforcement to damage his perceived enemies and later to play down the threats of right-wing violent extremism and Russian election interference.

The rift between the men grew as Mr. Wray waved off false claims the president peddled about voter fraud and left-wing extremists. His tenure became increasingly tenuous after William P. Barr resigned as attorney general in December 2020, in part because he had fallen out of favor with the president. Mr. Barr was said to have argued against firing the F.B.I. director, shielding Mr. Wray from Mr. Trump's fury.

Mr. Trump's allies also took aim at Mr. Wray, faulting him for not speaking out vociferously against the Russia investigation or the botched wiretap of a former Trump campaign adviser.

During the 2024 campaign, Mr. Trump publicly declared that Mr. Wray should resign, and it was clear his antipathy had only intensified, partly because of the 2022 search of his Florida home.

After an assassination attempt in July at a rally in Butler, Pa., Mr. Trump lashed out at the F.B.I. because the bureau did not definitively say he had been shot in the ear.

"No wonder the once storied F.B.I. has lost the confidence of America!" Mr. Trump wrote on social media.

In leaving before Mr. Trump is sworn in, Mr. Wray may avoid the kind of public standoff that marked some firings during the first Trump administration. But the turbulence at the F.B.I. is all but certain to continue if Mr. Patel is confirmed and Mr. Trump tries to make sweeping changes at the agency.

Mr. Trump has vowed to investigate and possibly prosecute his perceived enemies, whom he accuses of unfairly prosecuting him. He has also called for investigations of prosecutors, judges and politicians.

Though separated by years, the investigations into Mr. Trump led to the firing and resignation of two F.B.I. directors, highlighting the political perils of scrutinizing the incoming president.

Only a few months into his first term, Mr. Trump abruptly fired Mr. Comey, prompting bureau officials to open an inquiry into whether the president dismissed him to obstruct the Russia investigation. The firing helped spur the appointment of Robert S. Mueller III as a special counsel to take over the broader inquiry, intensifying Mr. Trump's ire toward it.

Just as Mr. Comey's downfall was in part his refusal to pledge his loyalty to the president to protect him from investigation, Mr. Wray remained quiet when the president promoted politicized narratives about law enforcement, particularly the Russia investigation, and increasingly sought the bureau's intervention in matters that could help him politically.

Though the president has the authority to fire the F.B.I. director anytime, only one director had been fired in the bureau's 108-year history before Mr. Trump began his first term. President Bill Clinton fired William S. Sessions in 1993.

Mr. Wray was considered a safe choice to lead the F.B.I. and bring stability to an agency rattled by Mr. Comey's firing. A former federal prosecutor who defended Gov. Chris Christie of New Jersey in the so-called Bridgegate scandal, Mr. Wray also served in the upper ranks of the Justice Department under President George W. Bush and helped guide the department through the response to the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks.

Former and current F.B.I. officials said he was a cross between the laconic and hard-charging Mr. Mueller, who ran the bureau for more than a decade after Sept. 11, and Mr. Comey, whom they viewed as too focused on his public persona.

Mr. Wray, known for his quiet demeanor, kept a lower profile than Mr. Comey, a move calculated in part to avoid the president's wrath, and his decision to stay out of politics won him the support of current and former F.B.I. agents. But Mr. Trump quickly directed his salvos at Mr. Wray.

Noah Weiland contributed reporting.
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Police Say Suspect's Notebook Described Rationale for C.E.O. Killing

"It's targeted, precise and doesn't risk innocents," said a sentence in a spiral notebook belonging to the man charged with murdering Brian Thompson.

Markers indicate bullet casings found at the scene of Brian Thompson's killing in Midtown Manhattan. Investigators found fingerprints on some ballistic evidence. Karsten Moran for The New York Times



By Ashley Southall and Maria Cramer



Dec 11, 2024 at 01:37 PM

Luigi Mangione, who has been charged with killing the chief executive of UnitedHealthcare outside a company investors' day in Manhattan, was arrested with a notebook that detailed plans for the shooting, according to two law enforcement officials.

The notebook described going to a conference and killing an executive, the officials said.

"What do you do? You wack the C.E.O. at the annual parasitic bean-counter convention. It's targeted, precise, and doesn't risk innocents," was one passage written in the notebook, the officials said.

The shooting of the executive, Brian Thompson, occurred early Dec. 4 as Mr. Thompson arrived on West 54th Street outside a Hilton hotel to prepare for the UnitedHealthcare investors' meeting. His assailant escaped on a bicycle and then disappeared.

Police officials in New York were able to match Mr. Mangione's fingerprints to those on a water bottle and a Kind snack bar wrapper recovered near the crime scene, Commissioner Jessica Tisch said at a news conference on Wednesday.

Commissioner Tisch said the New York police now have the unregistered gun that was found in Mr. Mangione's possession when he was arrested in Altoona, Pa., on Monday. The police brought it to the department's crime lab, where they matched it to the three shell casings that were found at the crime scene, she said. The crime lab confirmed they matched the suspect's, police officials said in a briefing with reporters on Wednesday afternoon.

The police were also analyzing a bag of bullets found this week in Central Park to see if they were connected to the killing, one of the law enforcement officials said.

Mr. Mangione, 26, was captured Monday after a tip from an employee at a McDonald's in Altoona, who was alerted by a customer who recognized him. He has been denied bail on a murder charge and is fighting extradition to New York, a process that could take weeks.

"He is contesting it," his lawyer, Thomas Dickey, said on Tuesday.

Asked about the Police Department's contention that bullets found at the crime scene match the gun found with the suspect, Mr. Dickey said a police statement to the news media is one thing, but getting evidence admitted at trial -- where it can be dissected and challenged -- is another.

"We have to see the evidence -- they can say what it is and all this other kind of stuff, but we have to see it," Mr. Dickey said. "When you're talking about it getting admitted into a courtroom, the legal standard is different."

He said the same applied to the police's contention about fingerprint evidence. Mr. Dickey said it is not yet clear to him whether the police's description of the fingerprint evidence is accurate, whether the prints are full or partial and how the evidence was handled.

When Mr. Mangione was arrested, he had the so-called ghost gun, a suppressor and false identification cards similar to those believed to have been used by the killer, officials said. He also had identification bearing his real name.

The police also found Mr. Mangione with a Faraday bag, which blocks electromagnetic signals and prevents a cellphone from being tracked, the police said at the briefing on Wednesday.

He also had a 262-word handwritten note, which begins by appearing to take responsibility for the murder. The note, which officials described as a manifesto, also mentioned the existence of a notebook. The recovery of the notebook was first reported by CNN.

The suspect saw the killing as a "symbolic takedown," according to a New York Police Department internal report that detailed parts of the three-page document. He "likely views himself as a hero of sorts who has finally decided to act upon such injustices," the report said.

On his way into court on Tuesday afternoon, Mr. Mangione shouted about "an insult to the intelligence of the American people and their lived experience." It was not clear what he was referring to as deputies worked to push him into the courthouse. On Wednesday, the sheriff of Blair County, James E. Ott, said that Mr. Mangione had not otherwise given deputies any problems.

Mr. Mangione, part of a sprawling and prominent Baltimore family, went to an elite high school in the city and graduated from the University of Pennsylvania. He had worked at several tech companies and had a long interest in developing computer games.

In years of posts on a Reddit account, he described a series of life-altering health problems. He said that he had back pain that worsened until a surgery in 2023 and that he had struggled with "brain fog." But his only reference to insurance coverage in the posts noted that Blue Cross Blue Shield had covered testing for irritable bowel syndrome.

Mr. Mangione stopped communicating with friends and family about six months ago. His mother filed a missing-person report last month.

Benjamin Brafman, a prominent defense lawyer in New York whose clients have included Sean Combs, Harvey Weinstein and Dominique Strauss-Kahn, said Wednesday that the police had amassed an "overwhelming" amount of evidence that left little room for Mr. Mangione to mount a viable defense at trial.

"This was a rather brazen act of violence," Mr. Brafman said. "Given that there doesn't seem to be an inch of Manhattan that isn't covered in video recording devices, it's hard to explain away what happened."

Still, he said, that did not mean that prosecutors' jobs would be easy. They will have a hard time finding jurors who do not feel they have been treated unfairly by the health care industry.

"I think most people when questioned about that issue will say, 'Yeah, I dealt with a health care industry that I was unhappy with,'" he said. "But they didn't go out and execute the head of an insurance company."

Mr. Dickey urged Americans to keep an open mind about whether Mr. Mangione had committed the crime. "I try to remind people of the presumption of innocence and how important it is and not to jump to conclusions," Mr. Dickey said. "That's my biggest concern, is his ability to get a fair trial."

Police officials in New York City, already concerned that the shooting might inspire other violence, have noted that numerous mock "Wanted" posters with images of high-profile corporate executives had been posted along Manhattan sidewalks. A video on social media showed three fliers with images of top executives; one of the fliers featured Mr. Thompson's face with an X over it.

The Police Department included some of the images in its internal report, which warned that people on social media were celebrating the shooting and encouraging more killings of executives. The report mentioned "an elevated threat facing executives in the near term" and said there was "a risk that a wide range of extremists may view Mangione as a martyr and an example to follow."

Just hours after Mr. Mangione was arrested on Monday at the McDonald's, a young woman was standing outside holding a sign that said "Corrupt insurance C.E.O.s have got to go."

Chelsia Rose Marcius, Mark Bonamo, Jeffery C. Mays and Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs contributed reporting.
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An Elite School and the Criminal It Hired to Teach Math

Saint Ann's School hired Winston Nguyen knowing he had been imprisoned for fraud. Then someone began soliciting graphic sexual images from its students.

Winston Nguyen appears in court with his lawyer, Frank Rothman, in September. Benjamin Norman for The New York Times



By Katherine Rosman



Dec 09, 2024 at 08:00 AM

Less than a month into Winston Nguyen's teaching career at Saint Ann's, an elite private school in Brooklyn, his eighth-grade students discovered that he was a felon.

While leading an algebra lesson, Mr. Nguyen had shown the class a TikTok video, which led the students, inevitably, to search for him on the internet.

What they found was a startling torrent of headlines from about four years before, when Mr. Nguyen had been charged with siphoning hundreds of thousands of dollars from an older couple he worked for in Manhattan.

That evening, in October 2021, Vincent Tompkins, the head of Saint Ann's School at the time, emailed class members' parents, acknowledging the teacher's criminal conviction and saying they had nothing to worry about.

"I can assure you that as with any teacher we hire, we are confident in Winston's ability and fitness to educate and care for our students," Mr. Tompkins wrote.

His promise proved hollow. Within a year Mr. Nguyen, 38, was posing as a teenage boy on Snapchat and soliciting sexual photographs and videos from students at Saint Ann's and other local schools, according to Eric Gonzalez, the Brooklyn district attorney. This spring, Mr. Nguyen was arrested near the school. Later, he was charged with nearly a dozen felony counts. In court last week, a prosecutor said that a plea deal was in the works.

Saint Ann's hired a law firm to conduct an investigation into its hiring of Winston Nguyen. Michelle V. Agins/The New York Times


The charges have led to months of recrimination and soul-searching at Saint Ann's, where tuition is about $60,000 a year. A law firm hired by the board is investigating how the school came to give access to its students to a man who had recently committed an elaborate fraud, and is now accused of harming children right under the noses of school leaders and parents.

Equally shocking to those who know him was Mr. Nguyen's swift and baffling descent into criminality. A child of Vietnamese immigrants, he had risen to the top of his class at an exclusive Texas school, earning accolades for his volunteer work from Houston's mayor before entering Columbia University.

Interviews with two dozen students, parents, teachers and former classmates -- most of whom spoke on the condition of anonymity, reluctant to be connected to an article about someone accused of being a child predator -- revealed how Mr. Nguyen had successfully insinuated himself into a world of wealth.

It was not the first time.

Saint Ann's declined to make anyone available for an interview, but said in a statement, "At Saint Ann's, nothing is more important than the safety, privacy and well-being of our students."

Mr. Nguyen, now subsisting on public assistance and rarely permitted to leave his Harlem apartment, declined to comment.

But those who knew him before he arrived at Saint Ann's said they have struggled to reconcile the younger Mr. Nguyen with the deeply troubled adult they would read about.

"Winston was always trying to be special, in any way, shape or form," said Amanda Schultz, a classmate and rival throughout high school. "Maybe he's trying to be special now by being a criminal."

'Gossip Girl' -- Texas Style

Mr. Nguyen's ability to integrate himself -- quickly, seamlessly, fully -- into the culture of a school like Saint Ann's did not surprise people who knew him when he was in high school.

His family lived among immigrants in Houston. But with the benefit of financial aid, he was able to attend Episcopal High School in the city's upscale Bellaire community, where he was one of the few nonwhite students.

Episcopal, where tuition is about $35,000 a year, has educated the children of oil and gas executives and other wealthy professionals for more than 40 years. It bears the hallmarks of many elite U.S. private schools: rigorous academics, competitive sports and an emphasis on community service.

Former students describe it as "Gossip Girl" set in the oil-rich South. Mere wealth is overshadowed by great extravagance. In Mr. Nguyen's era, it was not unusual for students to get Range Rovers as 16th birthday gifts.

Mr. Nguyen (pronounced nuh-WIN) was from a different world, but he was well-liked by many of his peers. He was seen as a go-getter and effective organizer, and as a showboat who drew attention to himself. He walked the halls carrying a clipboard and belted out show tunes like "Popular" from "Wicked."

But he was a divisive figure, and some classmates found him to be domineering and officious.

He volunteered for school projects constantly and dressed in a button-down shirt and blazer most days. For a time, he took over an unused classroom near the school's dance studio, turning it into an office for himself. He was smitten by the dance students and often hung around their rehearsals.

He was an aggressive joiner: art club, math club, Latin club and discipline council. He was elected class president his freshman year, running on the slogan "It's a Win/Nguyen Situation."

He was also deeply involved in Students of Service, an organization devoted to molding young community leaders. In 2005, Bill White, Houston's mayor, named Mr. Nguyen, a recent high school graduate, Volunteer of the Year.

All the while, it seemed to his classmates, Mr. Nguyen was working to keep his school and home lives separate. He never spoke about his family, and his parents did not attend school events.

More visible were the relationships he forged with classmates' mothers. One woman took a special interest in him, flying with him to the East Coast to visit colleges.

Amid his classmates' yearbook pages filled with professional portraits and quotes dedicated to parents and friends, Mr. Nguyen's includes a blurry photo of him as an adolescent, a school headshot showing a rock star hairstyle and a single quote: "You must be the change you wish to see in the world."

Winston Nguyen's yearbook page from Episcopal High School in Houston.


His intelligence was obvious to his peers. Once in Latin class, he sat in the front row, looking bored as he painted his nails with clear polish. The teacher asked him to translate a phrase, and he did so perfectly, never looking up from his nails.

From the beginning of high school, Mr. Nguyen was in an open competition, encouraged by administrators and teachers, with Amanda Schultz, his classmate. Their rivalry was not friendly.

"He would say really mean things to me in class," said Dr. Schultz, now a physician in San Antonio. "He would say that my ideas were stupid and that I was a loser." She was equally nasty to him, she said.

In one way, Dr. Schultz beat Mr. Nguyen. Her grades surpassed his, and she was named valedictorian. But for the honor of giving a speech at graduation, Episcopal's faculty and administrators chose Mr. Nguyen.

His speech, delivered in May 2005, urged perseverance and acknowledged the role of family support. Awkwardly, he never mentioned or thanked his own.

"I know of no other community, no other place in the world, where there are mothers and fathers like the ones we have here," he said, "because I have never felt so loved and accepted as I do by the parents at this school."

Although his high school career had been a triumph, the main theme of his speech was failure. "Failure isn't the end of the world," he wrote. "In the face of failure you have to be able to brush yourself off, get up and keep going."

A few months later, Mr. Nguyen headed to New York to attend Columbia, propelled by the tailwinds of his graduation speech and the mayoral award.

But his college career was filled with stops, restarts and diversions. He campaigned for Hillary Clinton. He volunteered in Mexico. He worked for service organizations in Houston and New York.

In 2007, he was working with bright students from low-income backgrounds in a Houston program that was using Episcopal's facilities. He agreed to house-sit for a dance teacher from the school and hosted a party at the teacher's home, where under-aged students drank alcohol, former classmates recalled.

School officials opened an inquiry. They asked Mr. Nguyen to provide the names of students who had attended, and he refused, according to a person familiar with the incident.

Mr. Nguyen was barred from the high school's property and from school-organized events, according to an Episcopal spokeswoman -- including his 10-year reunion.

It was a crushing rebuke, friends said, to be cast out by the school to which he felt he had given so much.

'Stupendous and Elaborate'

By 2013, he had returned to New York and told his family he was graduating. His father and sister traveled to the city to take part in commencement exercises, and he posed for photos in a cap and gown, according to a New York magazine article.

But he was playing dress-up. He did not earn his degree, a bachelor's in classics, until 2019, according to a Columbia spokeswoman.

In the meantime, he worked as an aide to Bernard Stoll, a man in his 90s who lived with his wife, Flo, on Park Avenue. Mrs. Stoll had her own caretaker, but Mr. Stoll had lost his vision and needed assistance too. Mr. Nguyen helped him with daily tasks: reading the paper, running errands and, eventually, helping to manage the household finances.

Mr. Nguyen appeared to be living large in New York with a group of adoring friends, attending gala events for the city's ballet theaters and sipping champagne and martinis with a gaggle of professional dancers.

He shared the good times on social media: sitting robed in a pedicure chair next to a dancer while on a trip to Florida, and posing with a panoply of celebrities, including Chelsea Clinton and the actors Alan Cumming and Daniel Radcliffe. He compared his life to "Sex and the City," captioning a photograph of himself with a ballerina friend "When Carrie and Stanford go to a restaurant ... "

Friends, especially those from Houston, were concerned. How was Winston paying for this life? One visitor to his apartment spied a list of dancers' names and the amount of money he had spent on each.

By spring 2017, the answer to how he was financing his extravagant lifestyle became clear to Veronique Perrin, formerly a daughter-in-law of Bernard and Flo Stoll.

Ms. Perrin heard from her daughter that something was awry with Flo's credit card. When Flo or her caretaker tried to use it, the charges were often denied.

Ms. Perrin, a real estate agent, investigated. She found the Stolls' bank and credit card statements and noted something suspicious. They were printed on just one side of paper, rather than front-and-back.

She contacted the credit card companies and learned that some of the couple's statements were being mailed not to their Park Avenue home but to a Harlem address.

After going through mountains of statements and canceled checks, Ms. Perrin said she had a startling revelation: Mr. Nguyen was stealing from the Stolls, writing checks to himself from their accounts and loading their cards with debt. He had some statements sent to his apartment and then made fake statements to leave at theirs.

"It was stupendous and elaborate," Ms. Perrin said. "He was impressive, the energy he put into all of this."

One morning in May 2017, she and the Stolls hatched a plan: Ms. Perrin came to the apartment early one morning and instructed the doormen to call the police when Mr. Nguyen arrived. He let himself into the apartment, and a short time later officers knocked. Ms. Perrin began to tell them what she had learned, showing documents from her stacks.

Mr. Nguyen asked the officers if he could bring them a beverage.

"He acted like he was hosting a tea party," she said. "He was as cool as a cucumber."

He was arrested that day and ultimately pleaded guilty to grand larceny and other charges. He was ordered to pay more than $300,000 in restitution and served about four months in jail.

In 2019, Winston Nguyen addressed a crowd of activists protesting conditions at Rikers Island.  Natalie Keyssar for The New York Times


Even at the Rikers Island jail complex, Mr. Nguyen made his way into the public discourse. In February 2019, he called WNYC when Mayor Bill de Blasio was on a radio show to complain about conditions there.

"I know it seems like a very privileged thing to do, to go over the head of the administration and call the mayor," he said.

A month after his release that spring, he wrote a letter to the city's Correction Department in which he argued against proposed changes to an inmate rule book. At the top of his list, he shared his concern that a new rule that would limit "sexually explicit material" was "overbroad."

About a year later, he was hired by Saint Ann's School.

Indispensable and Ubiquitous

Winston Nguyen's eighth-grade math students and their parents may have been shocked to learn about his criminal past, but it was no secret to the Saint Ann's officials who had hired him in summer 2020.

A standard background check had revealed Mr. Nguyen's felony conviction, and at least one Saint Ann's employee had urged school officials repeatedly against hiring him, according to a person familiar with the process.

He was hired nonetheless, along with several dozen other new employees brought on to accommodate the unusual staffing needs caused by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Robin Becker, a Saint Ann's spokeswoman, declined to answer questions. She said school officials were waiting to learn details about Mr. Nguyen once the external investigation was finished. Kenyatte Reid, the head of school, said in a statement that "it would be premature and harmful" to "speculate."

Mr. Tompkins, the head of school when Mr. Nguyen was hired, said, "Winston Nguyen's alleged actions are abhorrent and reprehensible, and they contravene the core values of Saint Ann's School." He declined to comment otherwise.

Mr. Nguyen was initially the school's "special assistant for Covid-related projects," helping with virus-testing protocols and managing the logistics of hybrid learning.

But he quickly emerged as something more, using his low-level job to make himself indispensable -- and ubiquitous. As he had in high school, he dressed up most days, now wearing suits with bow ties. He attended school events and after-school sports. He transformed a closet-like space into an office for himself. He was given a key to the building.

By fall 2021, he had so impressed school officials that they wanted to promote him. According to a person who worked at Saint Ann's, administrators considered making him the assistant to Mr. Tompkins, the head of school, until a senior administrator suggested that Saint Ann's should not give access to the school's accounts to someone who had committed financial fraud.

Instead, they made him a middle school math teacher.

Winston Nguyen's math students quickly discovered reports of his criminal past online. "How could you steal from those old people?" one student asked. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


It was only a matter of weeks before his Algebra I class searched his name online and found reports about the "scheming home health aide," as The New York Post put it, who had been "busted for stealing more than $300,000 from an elderly couple."

Students demanded an explanation. "How could you steal from those old people?" one asked him before walking out of the classroom, upset.

That evening, Mr. Tompkins emailed parents. He insisted that Mr. Nguyen had "proactively disclosed this information about his past" when he was being hired, even before his crime was confirmed by a background check, and that school leaders had "considered the nature of the situation carefully," including speaking "with individuals who provided strong references."

The revelation about Mr. Nguyen's past spread quickly. Some parents were uneasy with his teaching their children. Others suggested that hiring him was a choice to be proud of, evidence of the school practicing restorative justice. But many believed they should have been notified. The faculty was similarly conflicted.

Eventually, the school leaned into his life experience. It added to its slate of seminars a new offering taught by Mr. Nguyen. It was called "Crime and Punishment."

Many students and faculty members liked Mr. Nguyen, but, as in high school, he was divisive. Some employees said that they grew increasingly uncomfortable with his attempts to cultivate close relationships with his students. At least one teacher expressed concerns to a faculty leader.

Although there were healthy snacks kept in the middle school office, Mr. Nguyen had his own stash for students who spent time in his classroom and office -- Oreos, Cheez-Its, Goldfish and Spindrift. He chilled cups in a mini-fridge that students would use to make ice water. He permitted them to hang out in his office without adults.

And he sent wide-reaching email solicitations to students with offers of free summer tutoring that raised eyebrows.

But while the adults worried over old-fashioned emails, the students were enmeshed in their own digital drama.

Beginning in fall 2022 and continuing for a year and a half, a group of students at Saint Ann's and other private schools in Brooklyn received lewd solicitations on Snapchat from a person who appeared to be a teenager and encouraged them to share naked photos and videos of themselves.

'Creative Chaos'

The Saint Ann's community is proud of its unconventional culture that is typified by the school's hiring practices. But some critics now suggest Saint Ann's left its students vulnerable.

Founded in 1965 in Brooklyn Heights, the school has marketed itself in part to New York's wealthy creative class, seeking to educate the children of actors, painters and writers.

Many celebrities (Jean-Michel Basquiat, Zac Posen, Lena Dunham) and children of celebrities (Susan Sarandon and Tim Robbins, Julian Schnabel) have attended.

The school has embraced what it calls a "creative chaos." Saint Ann's leaders often hire poets, musicians, playwrights and others possessing a difficult-to-articulate, they-know-it-when-they-see-it, creative spark. In lieu of grades, teachers write long reports about students' academic achievements.

Saint Ann's School was founded in 1965 and has embraced what it calls a "creative chaos." Michelle V. Agins/The New York Times


The school limits parental involvement. A humorous adage suggests parents of Saint Ann's students "drop them off for kindergarten, pick them up at graduation."

Parents say they are generally willing to abide, partly because the school has discretion to ask students who administrators believe are not excelling to leave -- a fate no Yale-thirsty parent wants to risk. Of the 85 students who graduated in 2024, about 25 percent matriculated to Ivy League universities.

Even as it keeps parents at bay, Saint Ann's has struggled to manage a cascade of investigations and lawsuits.

In 2023, the school was sued by parents of an eighth-grade student who had attended Saint Ann's since kindergarten and later exhibited dyslexia and attention deficit disorder. In 2021, he died by suicide three months after learning the school would not allow him to return for ninth grade. (The lawsuit blames school policies for the boy's death. The school denies what it calls the suit's "inaccurate and misleading allegations.")

A few years earlier, an administrator had resigned after hosting students and recent graduates at his home, where they got drunk and smoked marijuana. The school also issued a blistering report in 2019 that documented a history of faculty sexual misconduct from 1970 to 2017.

And in 2020, it gave a job to a man who was about a year out of jail after committing an elaborate fraud.

'Not Again, Winston!'

Teenagers who are active on Snapchat say that receiving risque messages from strangers is not unusual.

But among Brooklyn private school students, the number of solicitations to those in similar cliques was enough to get them talking.

On about 10 occasions, prosecutors said, the same Snapchat user had requested that at least seven students (including one who lived out of state) send him photos and videos that included nudity and "sexual performances." Sometimes he shared the images with other students online. "It is believed that the defendant had similar online interactions with numerous other children," the district attorney's office said in a statement.

One video, sent to a student who was about 14, depicted a teenage boy "masturbating on a bed and ejaculating," according to the criminal complaint.

One student received a provocative image of a girl he recognized, and he reached out to alert her, according to people familiar with what happened. The girl's parents contacted the Brooklyn district attorney's office.

While many of the messages came from unfamiliar accounts -- @HunterKristoff and @HaircutBongos -- some came from an account with a handle that was similar to the name of a Saint Ann's student.

Saint Ann's administrators were notified and ultimately determined that the student had no connection to the account bearing an approximation of his name.

But the school did not warn parents that students were being targeted by someone sending and seeking sexually graphic photos and videos. (Later, Mr. Reid, the current head of school, would tell parents that the school was heeding the requests of victims' and their families who wanted to protect their privacy.)

What administrators were actually focused on, however, was making some staff changes. This March, they told Mr. Nguyen that his contract would not be renewed in the fall because some of his practices as a teacher were not a good fit for Saint Ann's.

Mr. Nguyen was facing rejection in the broader private school community too.

Mr. Nguyen with his lawyer, Frank Rothman. A prosecutor said in court last week that a plea deal was in the works. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


He had been selected as a volunteer for a three-day New York State Association of Independent Schools evaluation of a private school in Manhattan. He was kicked out after one day, though, when the head of the school raised concerns to association leaders "about how Nguyen had spoken to students during his school visit," an association spokesman said. (The head of the school declined to comment.)

Back in the secret world of teenagers' social media feeds, the illicit behavior continued. A widening circle of students began to receive solicitations, parents and former students said.

In May, authorities said, the Snapchat predator increased the stakes, making a payment to a 15-year-old student in exchange for a video of the student "engaged in a sexual performance."

At that point, the police were closing in.

On June 6, as Saint Ann's students and parents gathered at the school for an end-of-year chamber music concert and playwriting festival, a large van pulled up near the school, drawing the attention of two students who had slipped outside to grab a snack.

Eight people piled out of the vehicle and grabbed Mr. Nguyen, who was walking down the street, according to the Saint Ann's Ram, the student newspaper.

"The two students watched as Nguyen was patted down and handcuffed," the paper reported. "They assumed that he had committed another financial crime, thinking something to the effect of 'Not again, Winston!'"

But when prosecutors announced the charges, the accusations were nearly unfathomable to school officials and students: The person behind the many lewd requests, the authorities said, was the nattily dressed Saint Ann's math teacher.

Among 11 felony counts, Mr. Nguyen was charged with using a child in a sexual performance, promoting a sexual performance by a child and disseminating indecent material to a minor.

A Warm Hug

These days, Mr. Nguyen's comings and goings are recorded by an ankle monitor. He is permitted to leave his apartment for only a few reasons: mostly to attend legal hearings with his lawyer, Frank Rothman.

As Mr. Nguyen, once a can-do employee in sharp suits, awaits his turn before the judge, he reads thick science fiction paperbacks or solves crossword puzzles in pen -- dressed in what appears to be the same outfit each time: baggy trousers, an untucked white collared shirt, saggy blazer and black shoes without laces.

Mr. Nguyen is permitted to leave his apartment for only a few reasons, largely to attend court hearings.  Graham Dickie/The New York Times


The criminal court proceedings in Brooklyn bring Mr. Nguyen back to a familiar neighborhood. The school that once offered a second chance to someone with little professional experience and a criminal record is just a few minutes' walk away, the two worlds of Mr. Nguyen existing in proximity.

It is this duality -- the person friends and colleagues thought Mr. Nguyen was and the reality of what he is now accused of -- that continues to bewilder people.

The dissonance was clear after a hearing this fall. Mr. Nguyen huddled with his lawyer at a street corner when suddenly he was greeted with a warm hug from a passer-by.

She was a teacher from Saint Ann's.

Graham Dickie contributed reporting, and Kitty Bennett and Kirsten Noyes contributed research.
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Prominent Real Estate Agents and Brothers Charged With Sex Trafficking

Oren and Tal Alexander, once stars of the real estate industry, had a precipitous fall after women filed lawsuits accusing them of sexual assault. Their brother Alon was also charged.

Federal charges against Alon, Oren and Tal Alexander were announced Wednesday afternoon in Manhattan by Damian Williams, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, and James E. Dennehy, the head of the F.B.I.'s New York office. Jefferson Siegel for The New York Times



By Benjamin Weiser, Patricia Mazzei and Debra Kamin
Patricia Mazzei reported from Miami, and Debra Kamin and Benjamin Weiser from New York.


Dec 11, 2024 at 04:53 PM

Two star luxury real estate brokers and their brother are accused of using their wealth and status to lure, drug and then sexually assault and rape dozens of women, according to a federal indictment made public on Wednesday.

Oren Alexander, his older brother Tal Alexander and Alon Alexander, Oren's twin, were arrested at homes in and near Miami Beach on Wednesday. The twins also face separate state felony charges of sexual battery connected to three separate assaults, according to arrest warrants released on Wednesday by prosecutors in Miami.

Until this summer, Oren, 37, and Tal Alexander, 38, were among the biggest names in real estate in New York and Miami, and their sales and moves were chronicled in the tabloids. They reached the top ranks at Douglas Elliman, one of the largest real estate brokerages in the country, and helped broker the sale of a nearly $240 million penthouse -- at the time, the most expensive residential sale in U.S. history. They then co-founded their own real estate brokerage, Official. Alon Alexander, 37, did not work in real estate, but he socialized with them.

According to the federal indictment, the three brothers had conspired in the sex trafficking scheme for at least 14 years. Coordinating with other men, they arranged events and domestic and international trips as bait to recruit, entice and transport women, whom they later raped, the indictment says.

The federal charges were announced Wednesday in Manhattan by Damian Williams, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, and James E. Dennehy, the head of the F.B.I.'s New York office.

"This conduct, as alleged, was heinous," Mr. Williams said at a news conference. "With our law enforcement partners, this office is determined to investigate and prosecute anyone who engages in sex trafficking, no matter how powerful or wealthy or famous you may be."

Mr. Williams said the investigation was continuing, and urged anyone with claims of sexual violence by any of the Alexander brothers to come forward.

The top state prosecutor in Miami, Katherine Fernandez Rundle, announced the state charges there. "Time and again," Ms. Rundle said, "we've seen people who use their fame, their money, their power to create opportunities to commit sexual crimes."

Susan Necheles, a lawyer for Oren Alexander, had no comment on the charges. Isabelle Kirshner, a lawyer for Alon Alexander, and Deanna Paul, a lawyer for Tal Alexander, also had no comment.


According to the indictment, the Alexander brothers used social connections or the guise of starting a relationship to entice women to meet. On multiple occasions, the indictment says, the brothers -- alone or together -- then sexually assaulted the women, sometimes within hours of their meeting.

"At times, the defendants physically restrained and held down their victims during the rapes and sexual assaults and ignored screams and explicit requests to stop," the indictment says.

The indictment charges that the brothers also gave women drugs, including cocaine, mushrooms and GHB, a so-called date-rape drug that causes loss of consciousness and memory.

Frequently, the brothers and others "surreptitiously drugged women's drinks," the indictment says.

"Some of the victims experienced symptoms of impaired physical and mental capacity, including limitations of movement and speech and incomplete memories of events," it says.

In addition to the assaults during planned trips and events, the indictment added, the brothers frequently drugged and raped or sexually assaulted women they encountered by chance, including women they met at bars and nightclubs and on dating apps.

Oren Alexander, right, and his brother Tal Alexander were arrested Wednesday morning in Miami along with Oren's twin brother, Alon Alexander. The three had faced mounting allegations of sexual assault. Darian DiCianno/BFA.com


All three brothers were charged with one count of conspiracy to commit sex trafficking and a separate count of sex trafficking of one woman by force, fraud or coercion; she was identified only as Victim-2. In addition, Tal Alexander was charged with the sex trafficking of a second victim, identified as Victim-1.

In a letter to a federal judge asking that the Alexander brothers be detained without bail, prosecutors said that although the conduct in the indictment covered more than a decade, the investigation showed they had repeatedly and violently raped and sexually assaulted dozens of victims for more than 20 years.

The evidence showed that the brothers began engaging in acts of sexual violence, including gang rapes, while still in high school in Miami, the prosecutors said in the letter to the judge, Valerie E. Caproni. Multiple women interviewed by the government reported being raped by at least one of the brothers in the early 2000s, including some who were raped by groups of boys, including the brothers, the letter says.

Oren Alexander, right, and his twin brother, Alon Alexander, were fixtures of the nightlife scene in both Miami and New York for years. Their older brother Tal Alexander, who was Oren's business partner, regularly joined them. Jojo Korsh/BFA.com


"Each of the victims that the government has interviewed from this period reported hearing that individuals involved -- including Tal Alexander -- talked about the assaults at school, boasting about 'running train' on their victims and saying that they wanted to 'do it again,'" the prosecutors wrote.

"As publicly reported, Oren bragged about doing so in his high school yearbook -- writing that 'riding my first "choo choo" train' was his most memorable moment from high school," the prosecutors wrote.

As adults, the prosecutors added, the brothers' serial sexual violence only escalated, along with attempts to cover it up, the government wrote.

The prosecutors said that in 2016 the brothers created a group WhatsApp chat titled "Lions in Tulum," referring to the Mexican resort town, in which they and other men discussed "imports" of women and splitting the cost of lodging and flights for the women and providing drugs.

"Are all girls getting shipped out on Sunday?" Oren Alexander said in one message, adding that he was "just trying to make sure I get max returns." He said the price they were paying was "more than most of us ever spent on girls."

"Just want to make sure we get a good ROI," he wrote, using the abbreviation for "return on investment."

In what prosecutors said were efforts to cover up criminal conduct, Tal and Oren Alexander filed a police report accusing a woman of harassment; the woman had described being forcibly digitally penetrated by Tal Alexander while Oren Alexander was in the room. Tal Alexander also threatened her with a defamation lawsuit if she did not stop telling people that he and Oren Alexander had sexually assaulted her, the prosecutors said.

The government said that after multiple lawsuits accusing the brothers of sexual misconduct and assault were reported, the Alexanders began compiling files on women who had been publicly identified in an apparent attempt to discredit them.

The Florida arrest warrants against Oren and Alon Alexander include details of three sexual assaults, in 2016, 2017 and 2021. All three incidents involve Oren Alexander; only the 2016 incident involves Alon Alexander. In that incident, the twins face a charge of sexual battery by multiple perpetrators.

In 2016, according to the warrants, Alon Alexander invited a woman in New York to a barbecue in a Miami Beach condo, but when she arrived, she was the only guest.

Alon Alexander gave the woman a tour of the condo and led her to the bedroom, the woman later told the Miami Beach Police Department. The woman said that Alon Alexander and Oren Alexander sexually assaulted her and that a cousin, Ohad Fisherman, helped hold her down. Mr. Fisherman, 39, who also faces a sexual battery charge, remains at large.

In 2017, another woman said that Oren Alexander messaged her on Instagram and that she later met him, Alon Alexander and other family members.

She later told the police that Oren Alexander had assaulted her in the same Miami Beach condo.

In the weeks later, she said, she saw Oren Alexander again and asked for an apology. He tried to kiss her and then masturbated over her, she told the police.

The woman told friends about what happened and Oren Alexander got wind of it, according to the warrant, and in 2018, he sent her a text message saying: "Nothing happened. If you keep talking about it, I'm going to ruin you."

The 2021 incident involved a woman who told the police that she had met Oren Alexander at dinner with a friend and later went to a Miami Beach house with him. Oren Alexander led her into a bedroom, where he kissed her and then ripped her dress, according to the warrant. She tried to leave, but was unable to, and he assaulted her, the warrant says.

Tal and Oren Alexander's reign as real estate princes came to an abrupt end in June when The Real Deal, a real estate trade publication, first reported that women had filed lawsuits that claimed they were sexually assaulted by the brothers.

Two women sued Oren and Alon Alexander for assault; a third woman sued the twins along with Tal Alexander. In the wake of those suits, dozens of other women came forward with allegations of assault against the brothers, including in The Times. Two days after The Times's report, a fourth woman filed a suit against Oren Alexander.

Olivia Bensimon and William K. Rashbaum contributed reporting.
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FIFA Bends Own Rules to Give Saudi Arabia Coveted 2034 World Cup

Critics objected to the bidding process, and human rights groups raised concerns about workplace safety for the migrants who will build the stadiums needed to host the event.

Argentina players celebrating with the trophy after winning the World Cup in December 2022, in Qatar. Lee Smith/Reuters



By Tariq Panja
Reporting from Zurich


Dec 10, 2024 at 06:28 PM

Under its de facto leader, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, Saudi Arabia has unleashed a spending spree on global sports, turning the kingdom into a contender for the biggest events.

On Wednesday, soccer's governing body delivered Saudi Arabia the biggest prize of all: the men's World Cup in 2034.

No other competition on the planet attracts as many eyeballs as the century-old quadrennial, a national team competition that thrusts host nations into center stage in a way only the Summer Olympics can match.

But human rights groups objected to the Saudi bid, saying the country's human rights record raises risks for the thousands of migrant workers from some of the poorest parts of the earth who will likely be brought in to build the infrastructure -- stadiums, airports, roads and hotels, and even a new city -- to stage the tournament.

Other critics, including fan groups, said FIFA -- the soccer global body that almost collapsed a decade ago after many of its top leaders were indicted on corruption charges by the U.S. Department of Justice -- had rigged the vote for the Saudis by changing the rules for bidding.

Under FIFA's rules, the organization's 211 member nations are supposed to select one tournament host during a single vote, and usually there are multiple contenders. This year, though, FIFA's members picked hosts at the same time for two tournaments: the World Cup in 2030 and 2034. And they were asked to make their selection in a package deal, essentially approving the bids for both tournaments, or for neither.

The only contender for the 2030 event was, for the first time, a group of six countries from three continents -- Spain, Portugal, Morocco, Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay. So any nation that voted against the Saudi bid would also be voting against those countries hosting the 2030 event, too.

The members were told to make their selection by acclamation and without debate. The selections of the two multibillion-dollar tournaments were confirmed after members were asked to raise their hands and applaud during a meeting held on the videoconferencing platform Zoom.

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia with the FIFA president, Gianni Infantino, and President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia, at the match between Russia and Saudi Arabia at the World Cup in Moscow in 2018. Hassan Ammar/Associated Press


FIFA said recently that the rule changes "followed a comprehensive consultation process across all confederations," but has not explained why the bids for the two tournaments were combined. Last week, FIFA published an evaluation of the Saudi bid, saying the country was on the path toward reforming its labor system, with changes that will reduce risk to workers engaged in the building work required for the World Cup. Amnesty International denounced that report as an attempt to "whitewash" Saudi Arabia's "appalling" human rights record.

The announcement of the winning bid was without the fanfare that came when previous candidates secured the event. There were few if any news media from the 2030 host countries present at FIFA's headquarters and a smattering of Saudi journalists, who cheered when Saudi Arabia's name was pulled from an envelope.

No one from the winning bid was present at the announcement. Days before the vote, officials in Saudi Arabia distributed a 26-page guide on where to watch nationwide celebrations. A solitary protester, who had traveled from Sweden, stood outside the gates of FIFA's glass and steel headquarters.

Hosting the World Cup is part of an ambitious plan by Prince Mohammed  to reorient his country, in part by diversifying its economy. Sports and entertainment have been at the center of this plan over the past decade as the crown prince brought the world's top sports and sporting talent to Saudi Arabia, at eye-popping cost.

Within minutes of FIFA's announcement, Prince Mohammed said his country was determined to spread "messages of love, peace and tolerance" throughout the tournament.

Regional leaders quickly sent celebratory messages, including the ruler of Dubai, Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, who congratulated the "the brotherly Saudi people for their great ambition and strong will that knows no impossible."

The Saudis had long said they wanted to use sports as a driver of tourism as part of the project to open up the country.

In the buildup to the decision, the sport minister, Prince Abdulaziz bin Turki Al Faisal, dismissed as "shallow" claims made by advocacy groups that Saudi Arabia's sudden and enormous focus on sports was a way to distract the world from its human rights record. Similar accusations -- known as sportswashing -- were made against Saudi Arabia's neighbor Qatar, which was host to the 2022 World Cup.

Workers on a construction site in 2018, building for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar. Karim Jaafar/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Human rights groups point to a recent report commissioned by FIFA about the treatment of migrant workers who built stadiums and other sites in Qatar for that event. Many of those workers were injured and even killed because of the dangerous working conditions.

The report, which took FIFA a year to publish, said the sports body should compensate those hurt and the families of workers killed, as well as workers who were victims of wage theft and unscrupulous middle men involved in the recruitment process.

Michael Page, deputy director of Human Rights Watch's Middle East division, said the scale of risk posed by Saudi Arabia hosting the tournament was even higher. "There are about 13.4 million migrant workers in Saudi Arabia, compared to two million in Qatar," Mr. Page said on a call with journalists, in which he was joined by other opponents of the award.

"Many work in remote, harsh conditions that could exacerbate the human cost of hosting the tournament," he said.

In recent years, tennis, golf, Formula One racing and top level boxing have all been recipients of Saudi munificence, as have some of the highest-profile soccer players in the world, among them Cristiano Ronaldo, who have been lured away from Europe to play in Saudi Arabia.

But getting to host the World Cup is an achievement of another magnitude.

It would be "important on all fronts, particularly reputational risk management," said Andreas Krieg, a fellow at the Institute of Middle Eastern Studies at King's College, London, before the announcement was made.

Barbora Krejcikova of the Czech Republic, left, with Prince Abdulaziz bin Turki Al Faisal, Saudi Arabia's sport minister, and Coco Gauff of the United States, before a tennis match in Saudi Arabia, last month. Matthew Stockman/Getty Images for Wta


He said winning the bid would allow Saudi Arabia to "complete this whole episode of normalization the kingdom has gone through" after the 2018 murder of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi, an insider-turned-critic of the Saudi monarchy. Mr. Khashoggi was killed inside the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul. An intelligence report published by the Biden administration said Prince Mohammed had approved the killing. The kingdom has denied the allegations.

"It allows the Saudis to say: 'We are a normal country, and the world is treating us like a normal country,'" he added.

One of the crown prince's earliest moments in the global spotlight came at the opening game of the 2018 World Cup in Moscow, when he sat alongside FIFA's president, Gianni Infantino, and President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia as their nations met in the opening game. Since then, the relationship between Saudi Arabia and FIFA, and in particular Mr. Infantino, has deepened, with the FIFA president a frequent visitor to the country.

Last October, FIFA announced that the hosts for the 2034 World Cup would be chosen at the same time as the host for the 2030 event. It said only countries from Asia and Oceania, where New Zealand is the largest country, could bid for the 2034 event because of a rule on continental rotation. Interested countries, FIFA said, would have just a few weeks to formalize their interest.

The move seemed to catch many nations by surprise. Saudi Arabia, however, was ready and within minutes of the FIFA announcement, it said it would bid. Moments later, the regional body for soccer in Asia, run by a member of Bahrain's ruling family, issued a statement saying the Saudis had the support of the entire region.

That's because even before it made its bid official, Saudi Arabia had been winning support, signing cooperation agreements and sponsorship agreements with national soccer federations around the world. By the time of the meeting on Wednesday, Saudi Arabia had received 140 official letters of support from among the world's 211 soccer federations.

"The bidding process has basically been a stitch-up from start to finish," said Steve Cockburn, Amnesty International's head of labor rights and sport, calling it "a sham," before the announcement was official.

Cristiano Ronaldo, Saudi Arabia's highest-profile soccer recruit, playing in a league game for his club Al Nassr, in December. Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


He added that the lack of competition weakened the need for Saudi Arabia to improve its human rights record.

The Norwegian federation was the only member to voice opposition to FIFA's process in selecting the 2030 and 2034 hosts, saying it wanted its objection to be officially recorded. Others either gave their full-throated backing or, like the Swiss and Germans, cautious approval based on Saudi commitments to change.

For FIFA, Saudi Arabia offers two things it requires most: A country willing to spend vast sums of its own money to stage the World Cup and organizers who are likely to face little internal opposition, dissent or discussion that could derail staging plans.

That usually quiet perspective was said out loud by FIFA's former secretary general, its most senior administrator, as frustrations grew during Brazil's bumpy road to staging the tournament in 2014. "I will say something which is crazy, but less democracy is sometimes better for organizing a World Cup," the official, Jerome Valcke, said at the time.

The bid evaluation report for Saudi Arabia that was released by FIFA last week suggested as much.

"Critically, the demonstrable commitment to the bid by stakeholders at all levels in Saudi Arabia, ranging from government to the private sector, is clearly evident and ensures a strong legal framework for seamlessly and successfully organizing the FIFA World Cup in ten years' time," FIFA said.

Still, staging the tournament in Saudi Arabia is sure to delight millions of young Saudis, who passionately follow the sport. Thousands crossed the border and headed to Qatar to watch their team at the World Cup where the country's national team pulled off one of the biggest shocks in tournament history, beating Lionel Messi's Argentina, the team that went on to win the competition, in the first game.

"They have a genuine fan base that really cares," " said Mr. Krieg, the professor.

Ismaeel Naar contributed reporting from the United Arab Emirates.

Amnesty International advocates in the Netherlands dressed as soccer referees and holding a banner pressing for human rights to be considered in Saudi Arabia's bid for the World Cup, last month. Robin Van Lonkhuijsen, via Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/10/world/middleeast/saudi-world-cup-human-rights.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




South Korea's Leader Holds Onto Power as the Net Closes In

President Yoon Suk Yeol shows no sign of stepping down, as investigators raided his office and more members of his own party turned against him.

The South Korean Presidential Office building in Seoul on Wednesday. Jung Yeon-Je/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Choe Sang-Hun and Jin Yu Young
Reporting from Seoul


Dec 11, 2024 at 04:55 AM

Rival political parties on Wednesday wrangled over when and how President Yoon Suk Yeol should be removed from office, as the police and prosecutors investigating possible insurrection charges closed in on him a week after his ill-fated declaration of martial law.

Police officers showed up at Mr. Yoon's presidential compound in Seoul on Wednesday, wanting to search facilities there, including his office. Their main focus was to collect evidence that could show whether he had committed insurrection when he declared martial law late on Dec. 3 and sent military troops into the National Assembly.

But his presidential secret service stopped the police officers at the gate, blocking them from entering Mr. Yoon's office. The search made slow progress as both sides discussed what data should be collected by the presidential staff and handed over to the police at the gate.

Martial law lasted only six hours. The National Assembly quickly passed a resolution demanding an end to it, forcing Mr. Yoon to lift it. But the situation has pushed South Korea into a constitutional crisis and set off nationwide calls for the president's removal. It also prompted the police and prosecutors to begin investigating the roles of Mr. Yoon and his supporters in the government and military in executing the law.

Mr. Yoon has been barred from leaving the country but has not been summoned for questioning. He faces the possibility of becoming the first South Korean president arrested on criminal charges while in office.

Mr. Yoon's governing People Power Party, or P.P.P., has said it wants to give him an "orderly exit," rather than to impeach him as the opposition is seeking to do. On Wednesday, an emergency task force of governing party lawmakers said they wanted Mr. Yoon to step down either in February or in March.

"From today, we will start persuading him to follow our suggestion," Lee Yang-soo, the task force chief, told reporters. "We don't know how long it will take to persuade him."

Mr. Lee said that if Mr. Yoon were to step down in February or in March, South Korea can hold an election to choose a new leader in April or May. If the president resigns, the country must elect a new president in two months. This would be the fastest road map for the country to end political uncertainty, Mr. Lee said. Mr. Yoon's office has not reacted to this proposal.

If the president is impeached, he is immediately suspended from office, but the Constitutional Court can take up to six months to decide whether to reinstate or formally remove him.

Mr. Yoon, who has not been seen in public since his televised apology on Saturday for his martial law declaration, was staying in his residence less than two miles away from his office. He could choose to remain while he is impeached rather than step down, if he believes he has a better chance of fighting it at the Constitutional Court.

The opposition wants Mr. Yoon removed from office as soon as possible through impeachment. The opposition parties, which together control a large majority of the assembly, planned to call another impeachment vote on Saturday after governing party members blocked their first effort last Saturday.

"It's not normal to argue that the ringleader of the insurrection, who tried to kidnap and detain lawmakers, should be kept in office for three more months," Jeon Hyun-heui, a senior member of the main opposition Democratic Party, said on Wednesday. It might allow Mr. Yoon to buy time to declare martial law again, she said.

Last Saturday, the governing party boycott denied the opposition the eight additional votes it needed to pass the bill.

But the P.P.P. move proved hugely unpopular. Protesters gathered around the party headquarters in Seoul and its regional offices to denounce its boycott. And die-hard supporters of Mr. Yoon called on the party to protect the president.

This week, the party line began showing bigger cracks.

By Wednesday, five party lawmakers had publicly said they would vote for impeachment on Saturday, more than did last week. The opposition needs three more votes to make the eight required.

"The president is refusing to step down," Kim Jae-sub, one of the five P.P.P. lawmakers who planned to go against Mr. Yoon, said in a news conference on Wednesday. "So his most orderly exit is now impeachment."

Mr. Yoon has shown no sign of wanting to resign, even as his support base and his government crumble around him.

His already-low approval ratings crashed further after he imposed martial law. Restaurant owners who proudly displayed his photographs on the wall after he visited their establishments began removing them. A host of senior government officials, including Prime Minister Han Duck-soo, and army generals have received summons from the police and prosecutors for questioning on their roles in Mr. Yoon's declaration of martial law. Many of them began distancing themselves from Mr. Yoon.

"I made my objection clear, and I tried to persuade him out of it," Mr. Han said during a parliamentary session on Wednesday, describing a cabinet meeting on the evening of Dec. 3 where Mr. Yoon revealed his plan to declare martial law. "But I failed, and I am sorry I couldn't."

Mr. Yoon's former defense minister, Kim Yong-hyun, was arrested on charges of participating in insurrection. While waiting for his arrest warrant, he tried unsuccessfully to kill himself in a jail bathroom, officials said.

In a parliamentary hearing on Tuesday, Lt. Gen. Kwak Jong-geun said Mr. Yoon had personally called him while his troops were storming the National Assembly. Mr. Yoon ordered him to remove lawmakers so that there could not be a quorum to vote down his martial law, he said.

"He said: Break the door down right now and get in there and drag out the people inside," General Kwak told the hearing.

The general and Col. Kim Hyun-tae, who was leading troops at the assembly, both told the hearing that they did not follow the order because they feared legal repercussions and people getting hurt.
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As Teenagers, They Protested Trump's Climate Policy. Now What?

Some young climate activists who were galvanized under Donald Trump's first presidency are taking a different approach to his second.

Clockwise from top left: Elise Joshi, Jamie Margolin, Keanu Arpels-Josiah and Lena Goings. Jim Wilson/The New York Times; Fernanda Pineda, Michelle Gustafson and Diana Cervantes for The New York Times



By Austyn Gaffney



Dec 10, 2024 at 07:00 PM

The youth climate movement that formed under the first Trump presidency is gearing up for his second.

Activists in groups like the Sunrise Movement, Zero Hour and Fridays for Future have pushed for the Biden administration to step up climate action before its exit next month: They want land protected as national monuments, permits denied for liquid natural gas projects, funds allocated from the Inflation Reduction Act and the Dakota Access Pipeline shut down for good.

After the inauguration, they'll retrench. They might ease off the mass marches and school strikes that built their platform, while refining new strategies like focusing on state politics, reducing the use of fossil fuels at a local level, and re-energizing the country to elect climate-conscious leaders.

The youth climate movement, which widely defines itself as people under 35, celebrated the 2022 passage of the Inflation Reduction Act, the biggest climate law in U.S. history. Among other things, it created a conservation-focused job corps for young people.

But the movement also ran into real-world obstacles: a pandemic, disagreements over how to address climate change, and simply the passage of time.

"What always makes this movement so difficult to maintain is that they don't remain children," said Viktoria Spaiser, an associate professor in sustainability research at the University of Leeds who has studied the youth climate movement. "They become adults and necessarily move on in different activities, so they can't maintain the claim that they're the youth" indefinitely.

 Fernanda Pineda for The New York Times


The 2018 child activists who were in middle and high school are now in their 20s, moving through college and into their careers. They're facing the conflict so many generations before them have grappled with: how to balance the scales between hope and despair.

"Covid was a really dark time and made us all slow down and face things," said Jamie Margolin, the former executive director of Zero Hour. "I'm trying to fight my own cynicism and find a place to actually do the work because who everyone got to know, me at 17, is not the same person I am now."

Ms. Margolin was thrust into the global spotlight at 16, in the wake of a brutal fire season that spewed smog over her hometown of Seattle in 2017, around the time that Mr. Trump pulled out of the Paris climate accord and Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico.


Ms. Margolin and three friends channeled their pent-up frustration over climate change into a continent-spanning youth march in 2018. Soon after, Greta Thunberg, now 21, began school striking in Sweden. That fall, the Sunrise Movement went viral after occupying Representative Nancy Pelosi's office and demanding climate legislation. They started attending global climate conferences and it seemed like the adults might be listening.

 Michelle Gustafson for The New York Times


Aru Shiney-Ajay, now 26 and the executive director of the Sunrise Movement, withdrew from Swarthmore College in 2019 to organize full time. She moved into a Philadelphia house with seven other people and slept on a mattress on the floor.

But then, the coronavirus pandemic arrived in the United States and the dizzying ramp-up of the youth climate movement seemed to stall.

Much of the movement went from mass marches to the internet, where even younger members of Gen Z were ready and waiting. From her home in Oakland, Calif., Elise Joshi, now 22, began using her social media prowess to amplify some of her peers' climate causes. She eventually took over a new nonprofit organization -- Gen-Z for Change -- that uses online campaigns to fight liquefied natural gas terminals on the Gulf Coast and support union strikes at auto manufacturers in Detroit.

But as the activists grew up, the tactics that once gave their movement star power -- mass protests and school strikes -- began to feel stale. Groups started to get more disruptive: members of Just Stop Oil began throwing cans of soup on famous paintings; Climate Defiance began crashing political events. (In September, they interrupted an interview with Vicki Hollub, an oil company executive, during a New York Times climate conference.)

 Jim Wilson/The New York Times


They were disenchanted by the United Nations Climate Change Conference, this year held in Baku, Azerbaijan, where hopes were dashed for more than $1 trillion in climate financing to materialize for developing nations. Five years after Greta Thunberg sailed across the Atlantic and back to attend climate talks in New York and then Madrid, she boycotted COP29, as this year's conference was called.

Zero Hour sent Jamie Minden, the group's senior director of global organizing, who at 13 was lying in her bed staring at the ceiling when she decided to devote her young life to fighting the climate crisis. But almost a decade later, Ms. Minden, now 21, knew to brace herself.

COP29 was a disappointment, she said, if not a death sentence for poor nations.

And in the U.S., things were not going quite as well under a Democratic administration as they'd hoped: President Biden has permitted major fossil fuel projects and the U.S. is now the world's top oil producer; global carbon emissions are on track to hit historic levels in 2024.


On the day Mr. Biden dropped his re-election bid, Gen-Z for Change quickly endorsed Vice President Kamala Harris to replace him, as did Climate Defiance. Sunrise Movement has only endorsed one presidential candidate -- Senator Bernie Sanders in 2020 -- but helped call four million voters on behalf of Ms. Harris. Zero Hour did not endorse a candidate because of the group's opposition to the war in Gaza. Some of the nine youth climate activists who spoke to The Times said they voted for Jill Stein, the third-party candidate, in protest.

But now they again have a clearer adversary in Mr. Trump. The stakes are high: 2024 will again be the hottest year on record, and scientists warn that the world is well on its way to locking in 1.5 degrees Celsius of warming above preindustrial levels.

 Diana Cervantes for The New York Times


Mr. Trump has called climate change a hoax, promised to again withdraw from the Paris Agreement, and he's working to appoint key federal leaders that support an expansion in oil and gas drilling and overturning environmental rules. Project 2025, which Mr. Trump has not endorsed but could serve as a blueprint for his administration, has proposed eliminating environmental justice offices.

Leah Thomas, 29, made a social media post in 2020 that popularized the term "intersectional environmentalist." Her platform was based on links between racial and environmental justice, looking at "the ways in which injustices happening to marginalized communities and the earth are interconnected." She worried that disagreements over politics, especially over the war in Gaza and how to address fossil fuels that are warming the planet, had splintered the movement.


But Mr. Trump could again be a unifying force as activists refocus their movement at the local and state level. On Tuesday, members of climate groups, including Fridays for Future, held a rally and occupied a room in the New York State Capitol to push Gov. Kathy Hochul to sign the Climate Change Superfund Act. The proposal, like one passed this summer in Vermont, would require polluters like oil and gas companies to pay billions per year that would be used to cope with damage from extreme weather events.

Whatever the next round of youth climate activism looks like, youth activists overwhelmingly agree that it will be about more than just climate.

"We're not just the youth climate movement, but the youth climate justice movement," said Keanu Arpels-Josiah, a 19-year-old core organizer for Fridays for Future USA. "That reframing is really key."
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Are Those Drones Over New Jersey? Sightings Mount, and Still No Answers.

Though officials say that the sightings pose no threat to the public, they have yet to provide any concrete information about the origin of the flying objects.

Video: Mysterious Drones Keep Flying Over New Jersey

New Jersey residents have expressed astonishment over flying objects in the night sky. The F.B.I. has not been able to explain the sightings.


By Alyce McFadden



Dec 11, 2024 at 08:51 PM

Dozens of reported drone sightings in the skies above New Jersey have concerned lawmakers and local officials and left them searching for answers.

Gov. Philip D. Murphy said there were nearly 50 reported sightings in a single night over the weekend. And since mid-November, drones have been reported in at least 10 counties in New Jersey and in parts of New York City.

The Federal Aviation Administration has temporarily banned drones from flying over a New Jersey golf course owned by President-elect Donald J. Trump and from the skies over Picatinny Arsenal, an Army facility in Morris County.

Eleven drones have been spotted near the arsenal by security guards and police officers since Nov. 13, according to Timothy Rider, a public affairs specialist for the facility. Mr. Rider added that the "increased drone activity" was not the result of military operations related to the base.

The F.B.I. cannot explain the sightings and has not been able to identify where the reported drones are coming from, or going. "We just don't know, and that's the concerning part," Robert Wheeler, the assistant director of the bureau's Critical Incident Response Group, said in testimony to Congress on Tuesday.

But Mr. Wheeler said that the authorities had no reason to believe that sightings posed a threat to public safety. Mr. Murphy said the same thing last Thursday.

Even as officials assured the public they had nothing to fear, New Jersey residents have described the rash of sightings as unsettling. Social media forums dedicated to the "mystery" have accumulated thousands of posts. One Facebook group has more than 25,000 members who share videos and swap theories.

The F.B.I. is "actively investigating" the sightings, Mr. Wheeler said on Tuesday, and its Newark field office has urged anyone with relevant information to contact the bureau's tip line. But after nearly a month of reports, many local leaders and law enforcement officers have been frustrated by the lack of communication from federal investigators.

At a briefing with state lawmakers on Wednesday, the New Jersey State Police said it had observed what it believed to be unidentified drones in the skies over the state, according to Brian Bergen, a state assemblyman who was present. The police have tried to track the drones with helicopters, but such efforts have been halted because of safety concerns, he said.

Mr. Bergen, a Republican, said he left the briefing feeling more concerned, and with fewer answers, than when he arrived.

"What they told us was they know nothing, legitimately nothing," he said. "Who's doing it, what they're doing? They know nothing."

At the briefing, which Governor Murphy did not attend, officials reiterated that the sightings did not pose a public safety threat and cautioned that some witnesses were probably mistaking commercial airplanes for drones, according to a person familiar with what was discussed.

Jon Bramnick, a Republican state senator and candidate for governor, called on Monday for a "limited state of emergency" that would ban all drones in New Jersey until authorities were able to provide more information.

In recent weeks, drone sightings have been reported in northern and southern New Jersey and in the skies above Staten Island and south Brooklyn in New York City.

Nicole Malliotakis, a Republican congresswoman who represents parts of Brooklyn and Staten Island, asked the Federal Aviation Administration to impose flight restrictions where the sightings had been reported. The agency has not granted her request, and she said that other federal authorities had not been much help either.

"They said they are looking into it, but that's just not good enough," Ms. Malliotakis said. "The fact that these things are flying around and nobody seems to know what they are is very disturbing."

The Morris County Sheriff's Office, in northern New Jersey, has been hearing from concerned residents, but it doesn't have much more information than anyone else.

"Even us in law enforcement, we don't know," said Mark Chiarolanza, a public information officer for the office.

In Ocean County farther south, the local Sheriff's Office has been using its own drones to investigate nighttime sightings, hoping to determine where the objects land and what precisely they are. They've had little luck so far.

"We're not getting good characteristics of the drone," said Sgt. Kevin Fennessy, who leads the office's drone unit. "We had one the other night that, as we're watching it, it just shuts the lights off and it's gone in pure darkness."

From what he has seen so far, Sergeant Fennessy thinks the objects are perhaps double the size of the drones in his fleet, flying at top speeds that are around 20 miles per hour faster. Ocean County is near the flight path for airplanes landing at Kennedy Airport in Queens, but Mr. Fennessy believes the objects are indeed drones, not planes, since they don't appear on flight tracking software.

Luis Figueiredo, a detective and drone specialist with the Elizabeth Police Department in New Jersey, said the descriptions of the sightings suggested that the drones were much larger and faster -- and "a lot more sophisticated" -- than those widely available to the public.

Joshua Tan, a professor of physics and astronomy at LaGuardia Community College, explained that while some sightings could be drones, others might be the consequence of confirmation bias: After hearing reports, people may become newly attentive to objects in the night sky.

"People are just not familiar with what's in the sky generally, because they're just not normally looking up in the sky," he said. "There are other things in the sky that have been in the sky at night for a long time -- planes, helicopters, stars, planets -- things that are very bright that people don't necessarily know that they're looking at."

Mr. Figueiredo remained stumped, he said.

"Everybody is scratching their heads."

Tracey Tully contributed reporting.
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Inflation Ticks Up, but Details Are Encouraging for the Fed

Inflation sped up last month, but the details suggested cooling ahead. Next week, the Fed will make its final rate decision for 2024.

Inflation in November


Year-over-year change in the Consumer Price Index


By Jeanna Smialek



Dec 11, 2024 at 10:04 AM

Fresh inflation data released on Wednesday made clear that the Federal Reserve's fight against rapid price increases was not over. Still, the details of the report probably gave central bank officials enough confidence to cut interest rates at their meeting next week.

The Consumer Price Index climbed 2.7 percent in the year through November, just slightly faster than the 2.6 percent reading in October. After volatile food and fuel costs were stripped out for a better sense of the underlying inflation trend, "core" inflation held steady at 3.3 percent.

But drilling into the details of the report, a long-awaited slowdown in housing cost inflation materialized last month. Because rental costs make up such a big chunk of overall inflation, that could pave the way for cooler inflation readings going forward.

Taken as a whole, the figures are likely to reaffirm the Fed's view that after several months of little to no progress, price increases have more room to slow.

While inflation is much cooler than the 9.1 percent peak it reached in 2022, it remains above the Fed's goal. Central bankers aim for 2 percent inflation, a target they define using a different but related index, the Personal Consumption Expenditures measure. That will come out on Dec. 20, so this is the last big inflation report officials will have in hand before their Dec. 17-18 meeting.

"It gives the Fed enough confidence to cut interest rates on the 18th," said Kathy Bostjancic, chief economist at Nationwide. "Then, I think, they pause a bit in early 2025. I don't think they cut rates in January."


The Fed raised rates sharply in 2022 and into 2023, making it more expensive to borrow money in a bid to cool consumer and business demand. By hitting the brakes on growth, they hoped to wrestle rapid inflation back under control.

But officials wanted to avoid overdoing it, slowing the economy so much that they caused a recession. Given that, they began to cut interest rates in September as the job market showed signs of cooling and as inflation came down.

Rates are now set to about 4.6 percent, which is well above the roughly 2.9 percent rate that officials think would be enough to keep the economy growing steadily and sustainably over time. As a result, policymakers have been clear that they still expect to cut rates further.

Now the question, increasingly, has been how much and how quickly borrowing costs will come down.

Since September, the last time the Fed released economic forecasts, growth has been stronger than expected, the job market has shown signs of stabilizing, and inflation has proved somewhat sticky.

Investors think that combination is likely not enough to derail the Fed's third and final rate cut of 2024: After Wednesday's inflation data, markets were almost unanimously betting on a reduction.

But the path ahead in 2025 in murkier. While September's forecasts had suggested that officials would make a full percentage point of rate cuts next year, they could dial that back somewhat when they release a fresh set of quarterly projections next week.

"Growth is definitely stronger than we thought, and inflation is coming a little higher," Jerome H. Powell, the Fed chair, said at The New York Times's DealBook Summit last week. "The good news is that we can afford to be a little more cautious as we try to find neutral."

Wednesday's data back up the idea that inflation is likely to come down, but that the Fed has not yet fully stamped it out -- a recipe for both optimism and caution.

Economists tend to watch how much the price index climbed compared with the previous month for a sense of how trends are shaping up. In November, overall monthly inflation picked up to 0.3 percent, up from 0.2 percent previously, while the core number held steady at 0.3 percent.

But while those figures showed no real progress, the cool-down in rent prices suggested that inflation could come down going forward.

Economists have waited months for housing costs to moderate, and that finally happened in November. Measures that track cost increases for both owned and rental housing climbed at the slowest monthly pace since 2021.

Even better, "this is not a one-off story," Omair Sharif, founder of Inflation Insights, wrote of the cooler rents in an analysis after the report. "It looks broad-based."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/business/inflation-cpi-november.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




How a Soprano With Dyslexia Rose to the Heights of Opera

Elza van den Heever, a star of "Die Frau Ohne Schatten" at the Metropolitan Opera, no longer sees dyslexia as a hindrance -- just a different way of learning.

The soprano Elza van den Heever is making a belated Metropolitan Opera role debut in Strauss's "Die Frau Ohne Schatten." James Estrin/The New York Times



By Javier C. Hernandez



Dec 11, 2024 at 05:00 PM

When the soprano Elza van den Heever was hired to sing the role of the Empress in Strauss's "Die Frau Ohne Schatten" at the Metropolitan Opera, she was elated. It was a dream role -- the kind that could cement her reputation as a leading singer.

But van den Heever was also nervous. She has struggled with dyslexia since her childhood, in South Africa. And "Frau" is one of opera's most daunting works, not least because of its dense libretto.

"I just sort of assumed in life that I would never be able to sing this kind of complicated music," she said. "I knew this would be my Mount Everest."

For three years, van den Heever followed a rigorous routine, learning the "Frau" music five to 12 measures at a time and studying the text "as if I were a toddler learning a new language," she said.

Then the pandemic hit, and the Met's revival of "Frau" was called off.

"I was devastated," she said, "100-percent gutted."

Finally, van den Heever is getting her moment. "Frau" was rescheduled, and is now onstage at the Met through Dec. 19. Van den Heever has won praise for her shimmering voice and seamless virtuosity, and this run of "Frau" has been hailed by critics as a must-see opera.

Van den Heever, 45, who lives in France, has vaulted to the heights of the opera world with intensely emotional performances in Strauss's "Elektra," "Salome," and in other works that reflect unusual versatility, like Handel's "Rodelinda," Verdi's "Don Carlo" and Berg's "Wozzeck."

Offstage, she has grappled with the complexities of dyslexia. Scores often look like a "sea of black" to her, she said. She sometimes struggles to understand changes in tempo and key on the page; "I have to figure it out like a math problem," she said. And she cannot sight read -- a fact that she once hid, worried it might hurt her career.

Van den Heever uses a color-coded system with scores to learn her roles. James Estrin/The New York Times


Still, she no longer sees dyslexia as a hindrance -- just a different way of learning. Van den Heever color-codes her scores and structures her schedule so that she can spend years preparing for each role.

"A dyslexic brain makes you think outside the box in a weird way," she said. "I don't look at it as a handicap anymore."

The conductor Simone Young, a frequent collaborator, said that van den Heever's intense preparation had helped make her a leading lyric soprano, with enough time to "learn every nuance, every shading of each word."

Van den Heever, Young added, also has a steely determination. "She has this incredible beauty and calm, but there's a fragility there and a vulnerability there that just draws you in," Young said. "She's her own toughest critic, and she works herself very hard. But when she comes out to perform, it's beautiful and it's honest, which is why it's just so overwhelming sometimes."

A triplet born to an actress and a filmmaker in Johannesburg, van den Heever aspired to be a chef. But when friends and neighbors heard her sing in school choirs, they were stunned.

"They would say, 'My God, she has to sing,'" van den Heever recalled.

She began to take voice lessons when she was 16, but still had culinary dreams. Her teacher told her that she could always cook, but she would not always be able to sing.

When she was 18, van den Heever enrolled at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music, and started her career as a mezzo-soprano. She began transitioning to soprano roles at 25, after the veteran mezzo-soprano Dolora Zajick told her at an audition, "You are going to be a dramatic soprano."

Van den Heever, who felt in her bones that she was a mezzo, was in disbelief. Zajick, sitting at a piano, warmed her up to a high G.

"The tears just spewed out of eyeballs," van den Heever said. "I was so shocked and so stunned by this discovery that I had actual high notes."

Van den Heever performed her first soprano role -- Donna Anna in Mozart's "Don Giovanni"-- a few years later, in 2007, at San Francisco Opera. Soon, she had invitations from top opera companies, including Lyric Opera of Chicago and the Bavarian State Opera. She made her Met debut in 2012, as Queen Elizabeth I in a new production of Donizetti's "Maria Stuarda."

Van den Heever as the Empress in "Die Frau Ohne Schatten," which continues through Dec. 19. Evan Zimmerman/Metropolitan Opera


Christine Goerke, a fellow soprano and van den Heever's colleague in a revival of "Elektra" at the Met in 2018, said that when she heard van den Heever as Elizabeth, "I was absolutely blown away by her astounding ability to inhabit a character, both vocally and dramatically." She added: "It's rare to meet someone who is so willing to throw their entire self -- mind, heart and soul -- into the character that they become onstage."

As van den Heever's career took off, she was largely successful in managing her dyslexia, relying on muscle memory, diligence and creativity. She focuses first on learning the pitches, fragment by fragment. Then she adds the words. Sometimes, mastering five measures can take an entire day.

At times, she has run into trouble. While rehearsing a new work in 2006, with the conductor Kent Nagano in San Francisco, she panicked when she learned there had been last-minute changes to the score.

"I kind of had a heart attack," she said. "It was like the worst thing that ever happened."

In 2022, van den Heever went public with her struggle, and said that she didn't want other musicians with dyslexia to feel they could not succeed.

"Here is the thing: I am dyslexic," she wrote on Instagram. "It's not a secret, but I remain to this day embarrassed about it as it affects my interaction with my profession. I'm a professional musician who has real trouble learning music, let alone difficult music. I go through life feeling like a total fraud."

Her repertoire at the Met would say otherwise. After "Frau," she will be back on the company's stage to star in "Salome," another signature Strauss work.

"She's getting the adulation from the audiences and from backstage that she deserves," said Peter Gelb, the Met's general manager. "She's nailed it."

Despite the pressures of a singer's career, van den Heever has found time to return to cooking. During the pandemic, she started baking opera-themed cakes, like a "Salome"-inspired vanilla buttercream cake in the shape of John the Baptist's head.

At the Met's annual bake-off this month, she won best in show with a replica of Maurizio Cattelan's "Comedian," a conceptual artwork made of a banana taped to a wall, which recently sold at Sotheby's for $6.2 million. Her version was a banana and peanut praline cake with toasted Swiss meringue buttercream.

Cooking and baking, van den Heever said, provided an escape after long rehearsal days.

"There is nothing that gives me more pleasure," she said. "Except maybe singing."
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On Comedy


Jamie Foxx on His Stroke and Other Life-Changing Moments in 'What Had Happened Was ...'

The show is both an act of gratitude and a stand-up special. It's one of four new comedy hours worth checking out.

Jamie Foxx in his new special. It's more of a celebration than a traditional stand-up hour. Parrish Lewis/Netflix



By Jason Zinoman



Dec 10, 2024 at 10:25 PM

The latest batch of comedy specials worth watching starts with a much anticipated one from Jamie Foxx and includes hours from Matthew Broussard, Anthony Jeselnik and Fortune Feimster.

Jamie Foxx 'What Had Happened Was ...'

(Stream it on Netflix)

In April 2023, news broke that Jamie Foxx had been hospitalized in Atlanta with what his daughter described on Instagram as a "medical complication." Not much else was revealed, and in the vacuum of information, rumors spread. When a photo of Foxx appeared online, some conspiracy-minded types called it a clone. Katt Williams even jokingly questioned and made fun of his "mysterious illness."

Now Foxx says he wants to set the record straight. Speaking in a theater a few hundred yards from the hospital where he says his life was saved, Foxx enters wearing sunglasses but takes them off quickly to wipe away tears. He says he experienced a brain bleed, suffered a stroke, temporarily lost the ability to walk and doesn't remember 20 days of his life. It's a moving performance that feels like part of a growing trend of how comics deal with medical catastrophe.

Tig Notaro did a famous hour about flirting with death not long after she got a cancer diagnosis. Keith Robinson also turned his two strokes into irreverent comedy. Foxx's special is a much more polished production and sentimental affair. He tells a few jokes, pays tribute to his family repeatedly (he brings two daughters onstage) and preaches the virtues of prayer and comedy ("If I could stay funny, I could stay alive").

His most amusing moments involve his gift for impressions, including a riotous imagining of Denzel Washington if he, like Foxx, needed help going to the bathroom in a hospital. Foxx also does an excellent Katt Williams. But this isn't a stand-up special so much as a celebration, an act of gratitude and the kind of emotive video often posted on Instagram.

Foxx is a charismatic Hollywood star who speaks frequently in the third person. He grapples with his ego here when he refuses to believe what happened ("Jamie Foxx don't get strokes"), but only to a point. The purpose here is to show that he is back and doing fine. The internet, he tells us, reported that he was paralyzed, that Sean Combs tried to kill him and that he was a fake.

But he tells us he's too original to be a clone, before listing his credits and performing a greatest hits of characters, whether from his sketch show, "In Living Color," or the Ray Charles biopic he starred in. Foxx has been through hell, so fans will forgive him his indulgences.

Matthew Broussard, 'Hyperbolic'

(Stream it on YouTube)

Matthew Broussard's pleasingly punchy debut hour has an intricate joke about the feet of his fiancee that starts with the predictable rhythms of the Borscht Belt. "Her feet are so big that she has to buy all her shoes online on a website called -- how mean is this? -- Amazon.com," he says. Then he pauses for this initial punchline to land with the crowd before immediately reflecting on it. "Silly one," he says twice, then puts on his comedy critic hat: "That joke is all about delivery. If you don't get it, you will in one to two days." Then he takes a beat for one last play on words, wrapping up a long way from where he started.

Broussard, a smooth, handsome comic, specializes in such silly, word-drunk comedy. He makes it look easy, but don't be fooled: His precisely timed and rarefied jokes are polished to a sheen. These are comedy-nerd bits about subjects you don't tend to hear comics at clubs ranting about -- for instance, the excess of silent letters in the French language. "Remember the first time you saw hors d'oeuvres on paper?" he asks, flabbergasted.

Anthony Jeselnik, 'Bones and All'

(Stream it on Netflix)


Anthony Jeselnik likes horror movies. You can tell from the giddy brutality of his jokes. In the two decades of his critically acclaimed career, his reputation has aged a little like "The Texas Chain Saw Massacre." At first, all everyone noticed was the shock and violence. Now many, though not all, see the refinement and beauty of his craft. A meticulous formalist, not a provocateur, he is like the director who stages blood baths because he likes the color red.

Jeselnik's latest hour is packed with crackerjack jokes that make you gasp, then chuckle at yourself. I've watched it three times just to see the elaborate ways he sends your expectations one way, then zips the other. His hour (closer to 50 minutes) is not a departure, but it feels churlish to complain. If there is a subject explored here, it's an eye roll at the current comedy scene, including shots at the cynicism of those who decry cancel culture or weigh in with trans jokes as a cheap way to get attention.

If there is an aspect that feels novel, it's the maturation of his persona. His arrogant heel turns have become more flamboyant to the point of preposterousness, like a standup version of late-career Nicolas Cage. Wearing shaggier hair than he has in previous specials, he walks in slow motion, draws out vowels and describes the most grotesque murder of a pregnant woman wrapping inside a punchline that has a logic that snaps into place. Then turns to the crowd and asks: "What are you guys laughing at?"

Fortune Feimster, 'Crushing It'

(Stream it on Netflix)


The comic standout in Fortune Feimster's latest charming special is her mother, Ginger. She has long been a character in her daughter's comedy, which folds jokes into personal stories the way someone places notes in books, allowing for pleasant little surprises. Here, Ginger, a small-town Southern lady with a delicate voice, takes center stage as a flamboyant, vivid character, falling for a questionable man, crawling across a cemetery and expressing some reasonable (in my view) opinions about what makes someone rich (ownership of an ice-crushing machine). Beneath the surface of this collection of funny anecdotes is a portrait of an affectionate if tricky mother-daughter relationship.

Trading in her casual black pants and shirt for a bright pink suit, the curly-haired Feimster favors fish-out-of-water scenarios, like accidentally spending her honeymoon with her wife in a country where being gay is illegal or arguing on the quiet train car, which forces her to "mime-fight." She always makes the best of the situation, projecting well-behaved kid energy. She prefers making do to making a fuss, a quality you can detect in her podcast "Handsome," with Notaro and Mae Martin.

"I don't know how this happened, but I somehow became my mom's husband," she said, describing how they go on cruises and do other romantic-seeming activities together. This close bond is shaken slightly when Feimster falls in love and gets married, and her mother grows jealous. There's a story about the chaos a Facebook post can produce that will be relatable to many. Her mother comes off as eccentric but not a caricature. Her feelings about money and love and social media are carefully observed and specific. She's often the butt of the joke, but this special is an example of mockery being a form of love.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/10/arts/television/jamie-foxx-what-happened-was-netflix-special.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Rocky Colavito, All-Star Slugger for Cleveland, Dies at 91

After he was traded in one of the most infamous deals in Cleveland's history, the team floundered and "the curse of Rocky Colavito" was born.

Rocky Colavito trying to slide past the Yankee catcher Yogi Berra in 1958. A six-time All-Star, Colavito hit 374 home runs in 14 years in the major leagues. John Lindsay/Associated Press



By Richard Goldstein



Dec 11, 2024 at 02:14 AM

Rocky Colavito, who was one of baseball's leading sluggers in his time and a huge fan favorite playing the outfield for the Cleveland Indians, only to be traded away in 1960 in the most infamous deal in the club's history, died on Tuesday at his home in Bernville, Pa. He was 91.

His death, by pneumonia, was announced by the Cleveland Guardians, as the team is now known. 

Colavito hit 374 home runs in 14 years in the major leagues, eight of those seasons in two separate stints with Cleveland. He finished his career with a return to his birthplace, the Bronx, playing for the Yankees. A six-time All-Star, he was just the third player in the major leagues to hit four home runs in one game in consecutive at-bats, and he had one of the game's strongest arms.

A sturdy 6 feet 3 inches tall and 190 pounds, Colavito played the game with enthusiasm, although flat feet limited his mobility, and he was happy to sign autographs. Time magazine put him on its cover in the summer of 1959 for a profile of baseball's young stars, gushing at how Colavito, handsome with curly hair, "makes bobby-soxers squeal."

Colavito before a game in Cleveland in 1959, the year Time magazine declared that he "makes bobby-soxers squeal." Associated Press


"Rocky had tremendous charisma," Herb Score, Cleveland's fast-balling left-hander, told Terry Pluto in "The Curse of Rocky Colavito" (1994), a chronicle of the team's years of floundering after Colavito was traded. "Fans gravitated to him not just because he hit home runs. Rocky relished the clutch situations. He didn't always come through, but he wanted to be the guy who took that burden on his back."

When rumors arose that Colavito would be traded in 1958 by Cleveland's newly arrived general manager, Frank Lane, who had been consumed with making deals in his previous stops, fans chanted, "Don't knock the Rock!"

Colavito hit 41 home runs in 1958 and 42 in 1959, tying with Harmon Killebrew for the American League lead, while driving in more than 100 runs each of those seasons. Lane told The Saturday Evening Post in July 1959 that Colavito would "easily be the greatest gate attraction in the American League" when Mickey Mantle and Ted Williams wound down their careers.

But Lane thwarted Colavito's quest for significant salary raises, and, two days before the opening of the 1960 season, he outraged Cleveland's fans by trading Colavito to the Detroit Tigers for outfielder Harvey Kuenn. Kuenn, the league's batting champion in 1959, was three years older than Colavito and had hit only nine home runs that season.

Gabe Paul, the Cincinnati Reds' general manager at the time and a future Cleveland general manager, was quoted as saying, "The Indians traded a slow guy with power for a slow guy with no power."

In August 1968, as a New York Yankee, Colavito pitched two and two-thirds innings in relief against the Detroit Tigers. He yielded no runs and one hit, and got the victory when the Yankees rallied to win, 6-5.  Ernie Sisto/The New York Times


Colavito went on to hit at least 35 home runs in three of his four seasons as a Tiger. Kuenn played only one season for Cleveland before he was traded to the San Francisco Giants.

"I loved Cleveland and the Indians," Colavito told The Plain Dealer of Cleveland in 2010. "I never wanted to leave."

And he insisted that he had never put a curse on the team. As he put it, "Frank Lane did." Either way, Cleveland still hasn't won a World Series since 1948.

Rocco Domenico Colavito was born on Aug. 10, 1933, in the Bronx, the son of a truck driver. He idolized Joe DiMaggio as a boy and dropped out of Theodore Roosevelt High School at 16 to play semipro baseball. After scouting him at a Bronx tryout, Cleveland signed him to a minor-league contract for a $3,000 bonus in 1951.

After four years with Detroit and a year with the Kansas City Athletics, Colavito returned to Cleveland in January 1965 in a three-team trade that involved the A's and the Chicago White Sox. But Cleveland blundered in getting Colavito back, just as the team had in sending him away.

Colavito was still a productive hitter, but by then he was in the twilight of his career. Cleveland gave the White Sox the pitcher Tommy John, who had won just two games for Cleveland but would go on to win 286 games with Chicago and other teams, as well as Tommie Agee, who became the 1966 rookie of the year with the White Sox and the center fielder for the Mets' 1969 World Series champions.

Colavito threw out the ceremonial first pitch when Cleveland played the Los Angeles Angels in August 2013. Tony Dejak/Associated Press


Colavito remained with Cleveland until mid-1967, and then finished out his career with the White Sox, the Dodgers and the Yankees, who signed him in July 1968 when he was released by Los Angeles.

In his first game as a Yankee, he hit a three-run homer in his second at-bat against the Washington Senators before a sparse Yankee Stadium crowd of 11,503.

In August, he pitched two and two-thirds innings in relief against the Tigers in the first game of a doubleheader, taking over in the fourth inning with Detroit ahead, 5-0. He yielded no runs and one hit and got the victory when the Yankees rallied to win, 6-5. He hit a home run in the second game of a Yankee doubleheader sweep.

But Colavito's short Yankee stint was otherwise unremarkable. He hit five home runs but batted only .220. When the Yankees signed him, he was unsure about his future and asked that they release him once the season was over. They did so, and he decided to retire.

In addition to his 374 home runs, Colavito drove in 1,159 runs -- leading the league with 108 in 1965 -- and had a .266 career batting average. When he hit four consecutive home runs against the Orioles in Baltimore in June 1959, he matched a feat that had been achieved only by Bobby Lowe in 1894 and Lou Gehrig in 1932.

Colavito's survivors include his wife, Carmen; his sons, Rocky Jr. and Steven; a daughter, Marisa; five grandchildren; and two great-grandchildren. 

After his playing days, Colavito was a coach for Cleveland and the Kansas City Royals. He was among the Royals who were ejected from a game at Yankee Stadium in 1983 in what became known as the pine tar incident. An umpire nullified a home run by Kansas City's George Brett because Brett's bat was coated too far up the handle in pine tar, which can improve a batter's grip. After the call, Colavito had tried to keep the bat away from the umpire.

Cleveland, which inducted him into the team's Hall of Fame, honored him on his 80th birthday at its ballpark, Progressive Field, where Colavito donned his old No. 6. Eight years later, a statue in his honor was unveiled in the city's Little Italy. "I'm really thankful and happy," he told the assembled crowd, "that God chose me to play in Cleveland."

Ash Wu contributed reporting.
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News Analysis


Building Trust in an Age of Distrust

At this year's DealBook Summit, there was a sense that trust was becoming harder to come by and that the rules for how people judge the truth had shifted.




By Andrew Ross Sorkin



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:41 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



Toward the end of my more than hourlong interview last week with Jeff Bezos, the Amazon founder and space entrepreneur, there was a comment that struck me -- that's been rattling around in my brain for days.

"I gave up on being well understood a long time ago," Mr. Bezos said. "To be understood is too difficult." He added: "It's hard enough, by the way, to be well understood by your loved ones, by your kids and your closest friends. It takes a lot of energy. If you think you understand any public figure, you probably don't."

It was a profound thought because so much of what the public does on any given day is try to take the measure of our world's public figures -- and the institutions they run. We judge them. We are constantly assessing them -- online and off. We try to determine whether we like them, whether we trust them and whether they deserve our hard-earned dollars.

This is particularly true of elected officials, but it is increasingly true of the leaders of our nation who are unelected -- who run the companies that touch our lives in various ways. We read about the rankings of the Forbes and Fortune magazine lists, and we look at their philanthropic efforts as a sign of both their success and, perhaps, their humanity.


All of this is being processed through human sensibilities that are both imperfect and increasingly polarized by politics and a bubble of social media feeds.

Underneath conversations about geopolitics, our global economy, artificial intelligence and more at this year's DealBook Summit with some of the most consequential individuals in the world, there was a pervasive sense that trust at any level was becoming harder to come by -- and that the rules of how people comport themselves and even judge the truth had shifted.

Prince Harry said, "I do really find myself even more so now wondering how or why people trust the information that they're given, how they trust it and where they're getting it from, and how any form of accountability can actually happen."

Former President Bill Clinton and Andrew Ross Sorkin onstage at the DealBook Summit last week at Jazz at Lincoln Center in New York. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


The point was made personal when Bill Clinton spoke about how Americans think about the character of their elected leaders -- a particularly poignant moment given Mr. Clinton's own moral failings as a result of his affair with Monica Lewinsky during his presidency.

"Nobody is running a perfect life," he said. "And people are determined to keep score. But I bet my definition wouldn't be the same as a lot of other people."

He said that "the voters have a deep-seated suspicion of letting anybody, including the press, tell them how to define character and what matters." He asked, "Would we disqualify Eisenhower now? Would we disqualify Roosevelt? Would we still let Harding run?" (All three had documented extramarital affairs.)

Alex Cooper, one of the most successful podcasters in the nation, said that the public is constantly being told: "Believe this, believe this, believe this." She added: "People don't want to be told what to do anymore. I think Gen Z, the minds of young creators and adults and young individuals, people want to figure it out for themselves. They don't want to be told what to do."

Jerome H. Powell, chairman of the Federal Reserve, with the podcast host Alex Cooper backstage at the DealBook Summit last week. Todd Heisler/The New York Times


This moment appears to be a switch from the past: Perhaps the most trusted individuals and companies are ones that don't preach a particular mantra. After a period in which companies have taken to espousing -- and marketing -- a "mission" that often extended beyond its direct purpose, it seems that the public has decided such efforts are either polarizing or disingenuous.

Sundar Pichai, the chief executive of Google and Alphabet, said that his company, which had been known for almost being like a university campus when it came to employees' speech, had shifted. "As a company, I feel like the values are enduring, but your culture kind of needs to evolve with time, right?" He added, "The company is not your personal platform."

One of the big revolutions that we're all grappling with -- and trying to figure out whom to trust -- is around artificial intelligence. We've been besieged by questions of safety -- with even internal employees going public with their concerns over the technology.


Mr. Pichai spoke about the decision by Geoffrey Hinton, one of the original artificial-intelligence scientists at Google, who won a Nobel Prize, and ultimately left the company, publicly declaring that he regretted his life's work and worried about the dangerous implications of it.

"He's definitely of the opinion we need to think deeply about this technology as early as possible and get it right for the benefit of humanity," Mr. Pichai said. "And I think he has concerns we may not and he's speaking up about it."

"So look, I'm definitely on the optimistic side," he added, saying that he imagined that the technology would help "tackle problems like cancer and vaccines and so on."

Sam Altman, a co-founder and chief executive of OpenAI, made a strong case for the way in which his company had rolled out ChatGPT quickly and perhaps early, despite some of the concerns from those who worry about the safety implications.

"We believe and, you know, this is an opinionated stance, that this idea of iterative deployment is really important," he said. "We've got to put these systems out into the world. Society and technology have to evolve. You have to start while the stakes are lower. You have to understand how people are going to use this and what it doesn't work for, what it does."

Sam Altman, chief executive of OpenAI, backstage at the DealBook Summit. Todd Heisler/The New York Times


In other words, he suggested, the only way society is going to learn to trust artificial intelligence is to use it as it gets more sophisticated.

And so while we may not trust each other, will we trust the technology instead?

A different kind of trust issue arose at one of the four DealBook task forces, one titled "Women, Power and Money" and moderated by a New York Times reporter, Jodi Kantor. Thasunda Brown Duckett, the chief executive of TIAA, suggested that part of creating a sense of trust is the simple act of listening.

"It's not about being right. It's about just being heard," she said. "And I think whenever you hear a roar, it's about, 'Do you hear me?' And I think we also can't ignore why people are roaring."

Perhaps nowhere is trust -- or the lack of it -- going to be more consequential than in the economic fate of the world. The Federal Reserve is one of most powerful and independent institutions in Washington that has uniquely relied on being trusted for its entire existence. Its independence has been a cornerstone of that trust, but one that increasingly may have to be earned given the skepticism that has bubbled up in this moment of distrust.

"We're not in the Constitution," Jerome H. Powell, the chairman of the Federal Reserve, said at the DealBook Summit. "We're a creature of statute. So that's what independent means. And that gives us the ability to make these decisions for the benefit of all Americans at all times, not for any particular political party or political outcome."
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Padma Lakshmi's St. Christopher Necklace

The Emmy-nominated television host, author and editor rarely takes off this piece of jewelry, a reminder of a significant relationship in her life.

Video: 



By Amelia Diamond
Amelia Diamond reported for Piece of Me, a column about personal talismans and heirloom accessories.


Oct 30, 2024 at 09:02 AM

For over a decade, Padma Lakshmi has worn a Tiffany gold necklace with a medallion of St. Christopher, patron saint of travelers, around her neck. She rarely takes it off.

Traveling is part of the job for Ms. Lakshmi, the Emmy-nominated television host, executive producer of the culinary shows "Top Chef" and "Taste the Nation," and editor of The Best American Food and Travel Writing 2024 anthology. Yet the man who gave her the protective medallion -- her late partner who died of brain cancer -- was scared to fly.

"He was just so different from me," she said. "Sort of this tweedy guy who grew up in Connecticut, who went to church every Sunday, and me, kind of, like, bleeding-heart liberal immigrant." Yet opposites famously attract. "They were four extraordinary years," she said, "and they came at a very pivotal time in both our lives."

Ms. Lakshmi reflected on the relationship and the necklace, which dangles just above her heart, that reminds her of their connection. This interview has been edited and condensed.

Tell me about your necklace.

So this is a simple gold necklace, a very thin chain with a round gold medallion that is a St. Christopher medal. And I got it from an old lover of mine who passed away. He gave it to me as a Christmas present. He was very scared of flying. I never take it off. I mean, I will take it off if I'm on a red carpet and I'm wearing something that clashes with it. I'm not precious about it, but I am very superstitious to travel without it.

"I do feel him physically around me just having this and touching it," Padma Lakshmi said about her late partner, who gave her the necklace. "It's almost my way of calling to him." Morgan Rachel Levy for The New York Times


How long were you two together?

We were together on and off for four years, four and a half years. And he was diagnosed in March 2011 and passed away by November. It was very aggressive glioblastoma brain cancer. And I've worn it ever since. And it just means so much to me. I'm not Catholic; I'm Hindu. I'm pretty secular. But he was somebody who went to church every Sunday up at St. Ignatius on the Upper East Side. And sometimes I would go with him on Sunday evenings, and then we'd have dinner after with his boys. And I feel when I have this, that I always have a piece of him with me.

Can you describe what it feels like to wear it?

I do feel him physically around me just having this and touching it. It's almost my way of calling to him. When I think about him unconsciously, sometimes I'll just play with it. And sometimes it's because my hair gets caught on the clasp or something. Sometimes it'll just fall off spontaneously in the bed or somewhere in the house. And thank God, it's been 13 years now since I got it, and I never lost it.

Do you think you'll ever pass it down to your daughter?

Most of my jewelry will go to her. He gave me some beautiful pieces of jewelry, but she has her own, and it's oval, and I've shown it to her, but I purposely keep it in the safe because I don't want her to lose it.

With this piece, it sounds like it's about the memories, your connection to him.

Those first three years after he died, I didn't date. I didn't do much. I would just get all of my things done for work, and it was good to have work. And then I would come home and I found great solace in actually thinking about him. And I would just wrap my grief like a shawl, like a cloak around my shoulders. And I was comforted by his memory. And I don't think grief is a bad thing. I think it's an important thing for us spiritually, no matter what religion you are or subscribe to. I think grief is just love with nowhere to go.

And I am glad that I experienced that grief. My grief, I realized, was commensurate to the love that we had between us. My only regret is that I didn't have longer to show him how much I appreciated him, because we always had this kind of push-and-pull relationship where he was ready, and I kind of was like, "I don't know, let's see." And so for me, feeling his presence and living with him, it is a good thing. He still teaches me something. Time has given me a new appreciation for this astonishing, generous human being that was in my life.
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India's Luxury Property Market Is a Boon to Trump's Business

The Trump Organization finds a warm welcome in India, where status-hungry home buyers clamor for a famous American brand.

Sukant Dutt considers it a "big deal" to have bought an apartment at the Trump Tower Kolkata, which is under construction.



By Alex Travelli and Suhasini Raj
Alex Travelli reported from New Delhi and Suhasini Raj from Kolkata, India.


Dec 09, 2024 at 05:01 AM

When Donald J. Trump started his first campaign for the presidency, two Trump-branded buildings were going up in India, one in the financial capital of Mumbai and the other nearby in Pune. Before he won in 2016, the Trump Organization expanded its business in India, signing deals in two more big cities.

The day after Mr. Trump's victory in November, a developer in India told local media about half a dozen new deals. Like the others, Indian companies buy the land, build the high-rises, sell the units and pay a fee to use the Trump name.

These deals are putting India even more squarely in the Trump Organization's sights. And with Mr. Trump on his way back to the White House, the country is emerging as center stage for potential conflicts of interest.

In Mr. Trump's first term, it was uncharted territory for a sitting U.S. president to have extensive business interests in foreign countries. During his second term, the Trump Organization aims to issue a more limited ethics plan that is unlikely to significantly curb its growth.

The United States remains at the heart of the Trump family's real estate business. Elsewhere, there is one Trump Tower each in the Philippines, Turkey and Uruguay, and the company has struck deals to bring Trump Towers to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

But India stands out: The Trump company's business partners here have plans to bring the total number of Trump-branded buildings to 10 in the coming years.

During President-elect Donald J. Trump's first term, Trump-branded luxury properties in India generated millions in annual revenue, with a fraction declared as profit. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


India's economy is projected to surpass Japan's and become the world's fourth largest in 2025, with luxury apartments in high demand. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


India's economy is expected to overtake Japan's and become the world's fourth largest in 2025. The country's high-end consumer class has been growing richer rapidly, even as a much larger part of the population of 1.4 billion struggles with stagnant incomes.

And Mr. Trump has long had a friendly political alliance with India's leader, Narendra Modi, whose full-throated support of Mr. Trump has helped bolster the company's brand, Indian real estate experts said.

Anuj Puri, the founder and chairman of Anarock, one of India's biggest property consultants, said many among India's rich, flush with returns from the stock market, had discovered that they "wanted to enjoy their living, instead of just saving it."

Kalpesh Mehta, the founder of Tribeca Developers, a Mumbai-based company that works with the Trump Organization, told Indian newspapers in November that there would be Trump Tower buildings in the southern cities of Hyderabad and Bengaluru and more in Mumbai, Pune and the exurbs of New Delhi.

Aside from the two fully built Trump Tower buildings in Mumbai and Pune, the others slated to carry the Trump brand are in varying stages of construction.

After Mr. Trump's first election victory, the Trump Organization vowed to not cut new international deals while he was in office, and Mr. Trump handed over operations to his sons Donald Jr. and Eric. Mr. Mehta told local media that the Trump sons had discussed coming to India in the first half of 2025 to promote the new projects.

Construction workers in front of the Trump Tower Kolkata. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


The 38-story tower has been under construction for over a decade on former marshland. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


In 2018, Donald Trump Jr. drew ethical scrutiny by visiting India and booking a talk on geopolitics. He backed down mid-trip, saying, "I'm here as a businessman."

The Trump Organization, based in New York, declined to answer specific questions about its India plans.

"Over the past decade, we have been involved in some of the most iconic and successful projects in India," a company spokeswoman said in a statement. "We are incredibly proud of the strength of the Trump Brand and everything we have achieved in the region, and look forward to many more," she said.

A 38-story tower has been rising slowly from former marshland in Kolkata. The building was started by a local developer, Unimark. In the summer of 2016, a licensing deal turned "Unimark Eternia" into Trump Tower Kolkata -- and buyers flocked to purchase units, even at higher prices.

In interviews last month, sales agents and apartment owners in Kolkata said the Trump name was a part of the building's appeal. Many also said they were frustrated by construction delays, and worried about Unimark's financing.

Poonam and Sukant Dutt paid to fly to New York at the invitation of Trump Tower Kolkata to celebrate their apartment purchase. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Mr. Dutt holds a souvenir he received at a party in New York for buyers of apartments in Trump Tower Kolkata. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


"We knew it would be a quality product since it says 'Trump,'" said Poonam Dutt, 60, who said she bought an apartment there with her husband, Sukant, in 2018 for about $530,000. The couple paid to fly to New York at the invitation of Trump Tower Kolkata to celebrate the purchase. "It was a big deal that we owned flats in Trump Towers," Sukant Dutt said.

In India it is relatively common for a residence to be sold before it is built, on the basis of artists' renderings -- "but only if the brand is there," said Mr. Puri of Anarock.

At a temporary sales site for the Trump Tower Kolkata, a coffee-table book features a photo of Donald Trump Jr. A line on the first page advertises: "Your home -- an address so powerful, a letter would reach you from any part of the world. With just the Trump name. And yours."

The pitch is working. Sumit Bhalotia, an accountant at a Kolkata law firm, said he had made a down payment toward a $700,000 apartment near the end of the first Trump administration.

The due date for Trump Tower Kolkata, postponed during the Covid-19 pandemic, has been extended. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


In India, it is relatively common for a residence to be sold before it is built. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


The due date for Trump Tower Kolkata, postponed during the Covid-19 pandemic, was extended to September 2024. Owners are still waiting, according more than a dozen aggrieved customers who shared their experiences in a group chat on WhatsApp reviewed by The New York Times.

Although unhappy about the delay, Mr. Bhalotia said he had high expectations: "I will get all the white-glove services. I am a professional; people who come to meet me are from high-class society."

Calls to Unimark executives went unanswered, and Tribeca Developers declined to answer questions about any Trump business in India.

Mr. Bhalotia bought the apartment with his whole family in mind. "It was my mother's strong desire to live in her dream flat," he said, adding that her death in October left "a scar which no one can remove."

He's still hopeful, and more so since the election.

Sumit Bhalotia has high expectations for his apartment in the Trump Tower Kolkata: "I will get all the white-glove services." Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


A brochure for buyers in the building. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times
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Judge Rejects Sale of Infowars to The Onion

The Onion's bid for the conspiracy website was supported by the families of victims of the Sandy Hook shooting and a nonprofit focused on ending gun violence.

Within hours of The Onion saying in November that it had won a bankruptcy auction to acquire Infowars, a bankruptcy judge halted the deal. Jamie Kelter Davis for The New York Times



By Benjamin Mullin and Elizabeth Williamson



Dec 11, 2024 at 04:39 AM

A judge late Tuesday night said he would not approve the sale of Infowars, the website founded by the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones, to the Chicago-based satirical publication The Onion, prolonging a messy tug of war between two high-profile suitors.

The ruling, by Judge Christopher M. Lopez in federal bankruptcy court in Houston, poses a roadblock for The Onion's plan to take possession of the Infowars site and its associated assets after it won an auction last month. The Onion's bid was backed by the families of the victims of the Sandy Hook shooting, who in 2022 won a $1.4 billion defamation lawsuit against Mr. Jones.

Mr. Jones spent years claiming that the 2012 school shooting was a hoax and that victims' family members were actors complicit in the plot. The Onion has said that it wants to turn Infowars into a satirical site mocking the kind of conspiracy theories that Mr. Jones spreads.

Judge Lopez's ruling put the fate of Infowars in limbo. He instructed a court-appointed trustee, Christopher Murray, to come up with an alternative resolution, though it was not immediately clear what approach Mr. Murray would take. He did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Ben Collins, the chief executive of Global Tetrahedron, The Onion's parent company, said the publication was "deeply disappointed" by Tuesday's decision.

He added that The Onion would "continue to seek a resolution that helps the Sandy Hook families receive a positive outcome for the horror they endured," adding that the company would continue its pursuit of Infowars in the coming weeks.

Chris Mattei, an attorney for the Sandy Hook families, said that his clients, too, were disappointed.

"These families, who have already persevered through countless delays and roadblocks, remain resilient and determined as ever to hold Alex Jones and his corrupt businesses accountable for the harm he has caused," Mr. Mattei said.

A lawyer for Mr. Jones did not respond to an email seeking comment. In a video broadcast on X, Mr. Jones said, "Finally, a judge followed the law."

"I'm not a litigious person, but they're trying to destroy us and destroy free speech, so you know what's going to happen to them," he added. He suggested that the groups involved with Onion bid colluded to rig their bid and would be investigated by the Justice Department.

Judge Lopez said that the bankruptcy auction failed to maximize the amount of money that the sale of Infowars should provide to Mr. Jones's creditors, including the Sandy Hook families, in part because the bids were submitted in secret.

"It seemed doomed almost from the moment they decided to go to a sealed bid," Judge Lopez said. "Nobody knows what anybody else is bidding," he added.

The case ultimately hinged on austere matters of protocol. The arguments over two days of hearings boiled down to whether Mr. Murray, the trustee, adhered to the law when he solicited bids and ultimately picked The Onion's parent company as the winner.

The total value of The Onion's bid was $7 million, including $1.75 million in cash put up by its parent company, with the rest coming from the families of the Sandy Hook shooting victims, who essentially opted to put a portion of their potential earnings from a defamation judgment against Mr. Jones toward The Onion's bid.

The hearing began on Monday with opening arguments from lawyers representing Global Tetrahedron and First United American Companies, a bidder affiliated with Mr. Jones. Much of the back-and-forth was focused on whether the Sandy Hook victims could apply their partial judgment to The Onion's bid.

Not including the backing of the Sandy Hook families, First United American Companies had a higher bid, offering $3.5 million in cash. But Jeff Tanenbaum, an expert who advised the court-appointee trustee on the sale, said that the combined bid with the Sandy Hook families was superior.

Before the hearing, Mr. Jones argued in a filing that the Sandy Hook families and Global Tetrahedron had improperly colluded on their bid, making "a mockery of a fair and transparent auction and bidding process."

As the drama played out in court, Mr. Jones billed his broadcast on X as the "final Infowars broadcast ever," inaccurately telling viewers that the company was being sold to the billionaire Michael Bloomberg. He criticized the bankruptcy trustee's process as an "Alice in Wonderland-level bizarroland."

Although the hearing started off in decorous fashion, it got increasingly heated. At one point, a lawyer for the bidder associated with Mr. Jones questioned how the Sandy Hook families could afford "all these lawyers," a remark that drew immediate objections.

In his remarks, Judge Lopez acknowledged that the case involved "lots of emotion" from supporters of The Onion and fans of Mr. Jones. He concluded that -- despite some "good-faith errors" -- neither side did "anything wrong here."

"You've got to scratch and claw and get everything you can for everyone else," he said.

Alain Delaqueriere and Kitty Bennett contributed research.
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Albertsons Backs Out of Merger Deal and Sues Kroger After Court Rulings

The supermarket chain had tried to join forces with Kroger, but judges sided with federal and state regulators who charged that the merger would reduce competition.

A judge on Tuesday blocked the pending $25 billion merger of U.S. grocery chains Kroger and Albertsons, siding with the Federal Trade Commission. David Ryder/Reuters



By Danielle Kaye



Dec 11, 2024 at 02:21 PM

The grocery chain Albertsons said on Wednesday that it had backed out of its $25 billion merger with Kroger and sued its rival for failing to adequately push for regulatory approval, after both a federal and state judge blocked the deal on Tuesday.

The deal, which would have been the biggest grocery store merger in U.S. history, faced three separate legal challenges -- one filed by the Federal Trade Commission -- over concerns that the combined company would reduce competition and raise prices. Judge Adrienne Nelson of U.S. District Court for the District of Oregon temporarily halted the deal on Tuesday, siding with federal regulators who have argued that the merger would lessen competition at the expense of consumers and workers.

Another decision blocking the merger in Washington State court, issued by Judge Marshall Ferguson just one hour later, added to the hurdles facing the companies.

"Given the recent federal and state court decisions to block our proposed merger with Kroger, we have made the difficult decision to terminate the merger agreement," Vivek Sankaran, chief executive of Albertsons, said in a statement. "We are deeply disappointed in the courts' decisions."

On Wednesday, Albertsons also said it filed a lawsuit against Kroger in the Delaware Court of Chancery, seeking billions of dollars in damages and accusing Kroger of failing to exercise "best efforts" to secure regulatory approval. Kroger refused to divest assets necessary for antitrust approval, ignored regulators' feedback and rejected strong buyers of stores it had planned to divest, Albertsons said in a statement announcing the lawsuit.

Erin Rolfes, a spokeswoman for Kroger, disputed Albertsons's claims, calling them "without merit." Albertsons breached the merger agreement multiple times, she said in a statement, and the company filed the lawsuit in an attempt to deflect responsibility and seek payment for the merger's termination fee.

"Kroger looks forward to responding to these baseless claims in court," Ms. Rolfes said. "We went to extraordinary lengths to uphold the merger agreement throughout the entirety of the regulatory process and the facts will make that abundantly clear."

The supermarket chains spent hundreds of millions of dollars over the past two years on the deal that would have created a $200 billion company with 5,000 supermarkets across the country. The companies argued that the merger was necessary to compete with giants like Walmart and Amazon and would lead to lower prices for shoppers.

But consolidating Kroger and Albertsons would reduce head-to-head competition in over 1,000 communities, resulting in higher prices and lower quality, the F.T.C. argued in its post-hearing brief. The agency also contended that the deal would erode the bargaining power of unions and harm the combined companies' roughly 700,000 employees, too.

The two chains have significant overlap in some markets, including Los Angeles, Seattle and Chicago. Kroger had taken steps to try to allay regulators' concerns about market concentration in such areas. The company had said it would sell 579 Kroger and Albertsons stores to a third company, called C&S Wholesale Grocers, though regulators were skeptical that the store sales would resolve competition concerns.

The federal court decision in Oregon was a final success for Lina Khan, the outgoing head of the F.T.C., who has pushed to scale back the power of some of the country's biggest corporations. On Tuesday, President-elect Donald J. Trump named Andrew Ferguson, a Republican who sits on the commission, to replace her as its head.

Shares of Albertsons fell about 1.5 percent on Wednesday, while Kroger's stock was up 1 percent.
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U.S. Data Agency Blames Old Tech and Other Failures for Missteps

The Bureau of Labor Statistics, which tracks jobs and inflation, issued a report on what caused embarrassing episodes in which data was released improperly.

Julie Su, the acting labor secretary, formed a panel in September to investigate the episodes. Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images



By Ben Casselman



Dec 10, 2024 at 08:19 PM

Outdated technology, inadequate funding and a failure to follow established procedures contributed to embarrassing missteps at the Bureau of Labor Statistics this year, a panel that examined the episodes said on Tuesday.

Julie Su, the acting labor secretary, formed the 11-member group in September after a botched data release allowed some investors to see potentially market-moving employment data before the public. That followed two other episodes: one in February, in which an agency employee provided methodological information to finance industry "super users"; and another, in May, in which inflation data was inadvertently posted to the agency's website half an hour before its scheduled release.

The panel was chaired by a former Labor Department official and consisted mostly of current officials from the department and other federal agencies. It also included two members of the public. Ms. Su gave the group 60 days to "identify causes of and fixes to the inaccurate release of data" and report back.

The panel found that the three episodes were "unique and unrelated," and noted that none of them related to the quality or accuracy of the agency's data. But it argued that even the perception that the agency was poorly run, or that favored groups had early access to information, threatened to erode public trust in government data.

"The smallest glitch can undermine months of high-quality data work in a moment," the panel wrote in its report.

Erika McEntarfer, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, echoed that message in a call with reporters on Tuesday.

"Our efforts to provide accurate and unbiased economic statistics are undermined if we fail to provide timely and equitable access to our data," she said. She added that the episodes "revealed vulnerabilities in our data dissemination and customer service practices," and that the agency had taken steps to address those issues.

The outside panel provided 79 recommendations. Some are extremely specific -- "all staff and leadership involved in the release processes should participate in the production release call." Others are quite general: "Identify creative ways to ignite a culture change within the bureau emphasizing the importance and criticalness of their role in public facing communications." Many of the recommendations center on modernizing procedures for sharing information internally and with the public.

But the report cautions that not all of the necessary changes are within the agency's control. The bureau's technology and software "has been hampered by underfunding," the report notes -- something that could only be changed by Congress. A lack of funding was also identified as a crucial issue in a report earlier this year from the American Statistical Association, which concluded that government statistics -- including but not limited to those produced by the bureau -- are increasingly in jeopardy.

Ms. McEntarfer said Tuesday that the agency was working to put into effect some of the panel's recommendations, and would work on securing funding to address others.

The panel's report may not be the final word on the issue. Ms. Su has also asked the Labor Department's inspector general to investigate the episodes, and at least one congressional committee has also been reviewing issues at the agency.
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G.M. Will Stop Developing Self-Driving Taxis

The company said it would now focus its efforts on developing fully autonomous vehicles for personal use.

A GM Cruise driverless car in San Francisco in August 2023. Jim Wilson/The New York Times



By Jack Ewing and Eli Tan



Dec 10, 2024 at 09:45 PM

General Motors said on Tuesday that it would stop developing a taxi that can drive itself, ending a yearslong project that the company spent billions of dollars on and leaving the field to competitors like Tesla, Amazon and Waymo.

The automaker said it would fold its Cruise subsidiary, which was working on that project, into its main operations, allowing formerly separate development teams to jointly develop fully autonomous vehicles for private owners.

The decision removes G.M. from a business that some in the industry believe could someday be worth hundreds of billions of dollars, if researchers can solve formidable technological hurdles. Elon Musk, the chief executive of Tesla, and other Silicon Valley executives have sketched a future where thousands of driverless cars ferry passengers to destinations.

But Mary T. Barra, the chief executive of G.M., suggested that the payoff was too far in the future to justify the expense of developing the technology, which has already cost the company $10 billion.

"You have to understand the cost of running a robotaxi fleet, which is not our core business and is very expensive," she said during a conference call with Wall Street analysts on Tuesday.

Instead, she said, G.M. will focus on technology that will allow vehicles sold to consumers to steer, accelerate and brake without driver intervention under certain conditions. The goal is to eventually develop cars that can drive themselves without human supervision.

Achieving that level of vehicle autonomy has proved extremely difficult. Cruise suspended a self-driving taxi service in San Francisco last year after one of its cars hit and dragged a pedestrian, causing severe injuries. In July, G.M. said Cruise would restart testing of self-driving cars with humans behind the wheel.

G.M. was one of several companies working on self-driving taxis. Waymo, a unit of Google's parent company, offers autonomous taxis in San Francisco, Los Angeles and Phoenix with plans to expand to Atlanta, Miami and Austin, Texas. Tesla, Amazon and other companies are also planning to offer such services.

Like virtually all major carmakers, G.M. is coping with tepid demand for cars and is under pressure to invest in new technologies, including electric vehicles, to compete with emerging Chinese carmakers. Analysts say that some Chinese manufacturers have already leapfrogged competitors from Europe and the United States in autonomous technology.

The decision to absorb Cruise into G.M. would save $1 billion per year, the company said. G.M. is under pressure to cut costs after saying last week it would take a more than $5 billion hit to its profit as it restructured its operations in China, which have been losing money.

"Cruise had a super viable product with a substantive amount of capital invested in it, so I'm a bit surprised that they would cease to advance that," said William Riggs, a professor at the University of San Francisco who studies autonomous vehicles.

But by improving its personal vehicles with Cruise's technology, G.M. can "immediately reap the rewards" of some of its prior investment while still cutting its losses, he added.

Cruise's co-founder and prior chief executive Kyle Vogt resigned in November of last year, less than a month after the incident in San Francisco. Eight months later, in June, Cruise named Marc Whitten, a former executive for the video game company Unity, as chief executive.

After the announcement, Mr. Vogt made a statement about G.M.'s decision on the social media platform X.

"In case it was unclear before, it is clear now: GM are a bunch of dummies," Mr. Vogt wrote.

Ms. Barra said she did not yet know how many jobs at Cruise might be affected by the decision. Last year, Cruise laid off 900 employees out of a work force of 3,800 at the time.
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Biden Administration Looks to Reinforce U.S.-China Ties Ahead of Trump's Return

Senior Treasury officials are holding a final round of talks with a new round of economic volatility on the horizon.

Top Treasury officials will travel to China this week to try and convince their Beijing peers to keep lines of communication open after President-elect Donald J. Trump takes office next month. Saul Loeb/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Alan Rappeport
Alan Rappeport traveled to China twice with Treasury Secretary Janet L. Yellen for economic talks.


Dec 11, 2024 at 10:03 AM

The Biden administration is making a final push to reinforce the communication channels it established between the United States and China before the relationship between the world's largest economies potentially faces fresh upheaval when President-elect Donald J. Trump takes office next month.

A team of senior Treasury Department officials will travel to Nanjing, China, this week for a final meeting of the U.S.-China financial working group. A separate group of Treasury officials will convene with their Chinese counterparts on the sidelines of a Group of 20 gathering in South Africa this week for a meeting of the bilateral economic working group. The working groups were formed in 2023 as a way to prevent tension between the U.S. and China from devolving into economic warfare.

The officials are expected to discuss a familiar range of issues that have been on the table since the new structure for economic dialogue was created last year. The United States is expected to raise its continued concerns about China's excess production of green energy technology, which is flooding global markets. Treasury officials are also expected to raise issues with China's recent restrictions on exports of critical minerals and the support that Chinese firms have been providing to Russia in its war against Ukraine.

"The United States and China are the two largest economies on the globe, and the American people expect that we should be able to communicate directly with Chinese officials on both areas where we agree and especially on areas where we don't," said Jay Shambaugh, the Treasury Department's under secretary for international affairs, who will be participating in the meetings.

Treasury officials say that the increased engagement has given the United States a better understanding of China's economy and how its policymakers view sensitive issues such as foreign exchange policy and international debt relief. They also point to regular "technical exercises" that the two sides have been conducting to help maintain financial stability in the event of a crisis as a channel that will be valuable in the future.

Despite the warmer tone between the two countries, most of the Biden administration's warnings about China flooding global markets with cheap solar panels and electric vehicles have gone unheeded. There has also been no indication that Chinese firms have stopped helping Russia access the technology that it needs to restock its military. And the U.S. and China have continued to ratchet up protectionist measures.

The Biden administration opted this year to maintain the tariffs that the Trump administration had imposed on billions of dollars' worth of Chinese imports and announced new tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles, solar cells, semiconductors and advanced batteries.

This month, the United States unveiled broader restrictions on advanced technology that could be sent to China, to prevent it from developing its own advanced chips for military equipment and artificial intelligence.

China responded last week with new restrictions of its own, banning the export of several rare minerals to the United States that are used to make valuable products, like weaponry and semiconductors.

The escalations raise questions about what the new lines of communication have actually accomplished, but proponents of more dialogue argue that without them the economic relationship could be even worse.

"U.S. and Chinese financial officials are under no delusions that relations are fraught," said Mark Sobel, a longtime former Treasury official. "But whether they like each other or not, they absolutely should be speaking with one another, if for no other reason than to avoid potentially harmful misunderstandings."

Mr. Sobel, the U.S. chairman at the Official Monetary and Financial Institutions Forum, added: "With a new administration coming in, there is all the more reason to continue these important dialogues."

Economic tension between the U.S. and China is expected to rise under Mr. Trump, who imposed tariffs on more than $300 billion of Chinese imports during his first term and formally labeled China a currency manipulator. This year, Mr. Trump said he would enact an extra 10 percent tariff on all products from China and he has suggested removing permanent normal trading relations with China, which would result in an immediate increase in tariffs on Chinese imports.

The Biden administration hopes that the communication structure that it put in place will help stabilize the economic relationship with China if a new period of volatility emerges. The two economies account for over 40 percent of global gross domestic product and collaborate on policy matters including financial stability, debt relief for poor countries, sanctions and the governance of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

However, Mr. Trump has demonstrated that he has a different view of economic diplomacy.

During his first term, Mr. Trump did away with the "strategic economic dialogue" format that former Treasury Secretary Henry M. Paulson Jr. had put in place during the George W. Bush administration. Instead, he imposed tariffs as a negotiating tool and dispatched his top economic advisers, Steven Mnuchin, who was his Treasury secretary, and Robert Lighthizer, his trade representative, to negotiate a trade agreement. The deal was signed in 2020 but the terms were not honored.

Michael Pillsbury, who served as Mr. Trump's top outside adviser on China during his first term, said that meetings among midlevel American and Chinese officials tend to be fruitless because they have little authority to make major policy decisions. He said that he expected that Mr. Trump would have little patience in such a format and that he instead would focus on direct talks with President Xi Jinping.

"It's part of the American 'feel good' approach that just to have the meeting is a good thing," Mr. Pillsbury said. "I think President Trump will return to the single-channel approach, that all main issues are between him and Xi Jinping."
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Macy's Details Multimillion-Dollar Accounting Error in Downbeat Report

Analysts see much bigger challenges for the retailer than lax accounting.

Department stores like Macy's are struggling, with fewer people going to malls. Dave Sanders for The New York Times



By Jordyn Holman



Dec 11, 2024 at 01:19 PM

With just two weeks until Christmas, Macy's has been operating under a cloud.

It lifted, in part, when the retailer on Wednesday gave more details about how an employee had hidden more than $150 million in expenses over the past few years. The company said the effect was not "material," but it had to revise its previous accounts and lower its forecast for profits this year. That was unwelcome news as it enters the most important selling season.

Macy's said in a filing that a single employee, who is no longer with the company, "intentionally made erroneous accounting entries and falsified underlying documentation, to understate delivery expenses" from late 2021 through the third quarter of this year. On a call with analysts, Adrian Mitchell, Macy's finance chief, said the error was not made for personal financial gain.

"This was not theft," he said. "There was no impact to revenues, and there was no impact to cash or inventories as all vendors were fully paid." The company said it was taking measures to improve its financial controls.

But concerns still remain about how the retailer will turn around weak sales and fend off activist investors pushing for major changes.

Macy's slightly raised its full-year forecast for revenue, but still expected a slight decline in comparable sales. After making adjustments for the accounting error, it also cut its forecast for profitability, hitting its already beleaguered stock, which fell 6 percent.

Macy's said its operating income last quarter fell 23 percent from the previous year. Inventory increased, a sign of adding new merchandise that the company hoped to sell as it prepared for its biggest quarter of the year.

Analysts who have covered Macy's for years see much bigger challenges than lax accounting.

"The state of the company is generally unhealthy," said David Swartz, an analyst at Morningstar.

Macy's, the largest department store chain in the United States, is in the midst of its latest turnaround plan, overseen by its chief executive, Tony Spring, a Bloomingdale's veteran who took the reins in February. Shoppers are being more choosy about their spending, and Macy's has struggled to attract these more discerning consumers.

Its turnaround plan, announced in February, seeks to draw shoppers to its stores, improve the service and merchandise that customers receive, and shutter the locations that aren't worth operating anymore. The plan, many analysts say, is not much different than previous attempts to revive the chain: store closures, better in-store experience, wider profit margins.

The retailer said it planned to close around 65 stores this fiscal year, which ends in early 2025.

"Macy's is constantly downsizing and hoping that the turnaround plans will improve the performance of the remaining stores," Mr. Swartz said. "But in the past, we have not seen that, and so people are not confident today either."

Department stores are struggling. Fewer people are going to malls, and brands that have historically sold inside Macy's are opening their own stores and building direct relationships with their customers.

"The consumer shift has taken them elsewhere that isn't a department store," said Jessica Ramirez, analyst at Jane Hali & Associates.

In November, Kohl's said comparable sales dropped 9.3 percent in its latest quarter. On a call with analysts, Tom Kingsbury, the retailer's chief executive, said the weakness was partly attributable to the economy and "squeezed" consumers, in addition to company-specific factors like its marketing and product range. "It's up to us to fix it," he said. His successor, Ashley Buchanan of Michael's, will take over as chief executive in January.

By contrast, retailers like T.J. Maxx and Walmart have been recording sales growth in recent quarters, in part because shoppers have said that they like what those stores are stocking.

Mr. Spring said that Macy's saw strong sales in fragrances and that demand for women's handbags had slightly improved. The company said warmer-than-usual weather had hurt sales in the autumn; it discounted some of its seasonal merchandise.

The next few weeks are crucial for Macy's, which refers to itself as "the ultimate go-to for gifting." It recorded 35 percent of its annual sales in the fourth quarter last year. Such a reliance on a single quarter may prove challenging to the company this year as consumers aren't splurging on items as in years past, said Oliver Chen, an analyst at T.D. Cowen.

"They still feel inflation, and they're still being cautious about big-ticket" purchases, Mr. Chen said. "They're just prioritizing the critical gifts."

Macy's forecast for the rest of the year assumes the pressures on consumers will persist, and it is looking to attract cost-conscious consumers while also maintaining profitable growth.

"We're navigating a number of things," Mr. Mitchell, the company's finance chief, said. "We're navigating weather. We're navigating a competitive environment. We're navigating a variety of promotions."

Mr. Swartz of Morningstar said he saw a "glimmer of hope" in the 50 locations that Macy's highlighted as its future, based on geography, staffing and other factors. In the third quarter, the company said comparable sales at these stores rose 1.9 percent.

"We can't be sure if that will last," he said. "So people are not confident, which is why Macy's stock price has gone nowhere."

The company's stock has fallen about 20 percent since the start of the year.

The stock got some support this week after Barington Capital and Thor Equities said on Monday that they would mount an activist campaign to pressure Macy's to reduce capital expenditures, buy back more of its shares and monetize its real estate portfolio, which was at the center of a previous activist campaign. The plan could pull money out of the company that it says it needs to improve its store experience, a pillar of its turnaround plan.

Macy's responded in a statement saying it was confident with its strategy and said it was "committed to delivering sustainable, profitable growth and driving shareholder value."

According to Ms. Ramirez of Jane Hali & Associates, "The jury is still out on them."
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Trump Picks Andrew Ferguson to Lead Federal Trade Commission

Mr. Ferguson, a current Republican member of the agency, will replace Lina Khan, who had aggressively challenged mergers and the power of the biggest tech companies.

Andrew Ferguson, a veteran Congressional aide and former Supreme Court clerk, joined the F.T.C. as a minority party member in the spring, and does not need to be confirmed. Patrick Farrell/The Knight Foundation



By Cecilia Kang and David McCabe
Reporting from Washington


Dec 10, 2024 at 11:40 PM

President-elect Donald J. Trump on Tuesday named Andrew Ferguson to lead the Federal Trade Commission, installing a current Republican member of the agency who has promised to ease up on the policing of powerful American companies -- except for the biggest technology firms.

Mr. Trump also picked Mark Meador, a former Senate antitrust aide, to join the agency, creating a Republican majority on the five-person commission and squeezing out the current Democratic chair, Lina Khan. Ms. Khan became a political lightning rod for aggressively challenging mergers like Microsoft's $69 billion acquisition of video game maker Activision Blizzard, and filing lawsuits to break up tech titans Amazon and Meta.

Mr. Ferguson, a veteran Congressional aide and former Supreme Court clerk, joined the F.T.C. as a minority party member in the spring, and does not need to be confirmed. He recently made inroads with Mr. Trump's circle and traveled last week to Mar-a-Lago to pitch the president-elect on a vision for the F.T.C., according to a person familiar with the trip.

The agency should continue its strong scrutiny of the dominance of the biggest tech platforms, Mr. Ferguson told members of Mr. Trump's transition team, according to the person, who was not authorized to speak publicly. Still, he called for rolling back some of Ms. Khan's agenda, including ending efforts to regulate artificial intelligence and abandoning tougher standards for mergers.

With the appointment, Mr. Trump is sending an important signal that he plans to change the direction of the agency responsible for policing consumer protection. 

Importantly, Mr. Ferguson -- and other Trump appointees, including the new Federal Communications Commission chair nominee -- have vowed to extend their regulatory scope to target social media sites that police conservative voices. That type of expansion could run up against First Amendment challenges.

"Andrew has a proven record of standing up to Big Tech censorship, and protecting Freedom of Speech in our Great Country," Mr. Trump said in a post on Truth Social. "Andrew will be the most America First, and pro-innovation FTC Chair in our Country's History."

Mr. Ferguson, writing on X, thanked Mr. Trump. "At the F.T.C., we will end Big Tech's vendetta against competition and free speech," he said. "We will make sure that America is the world's technological leader and the best place for innovators to bring new ideas to life."

Mr. Ferguson and Mr. Meador did not immediately respond to requests for comment. The F.T.C. declined to comment on Ms. Khan's behalf. Punchbowl previously reported on Mr. Ferguson's pitch to lead the F.T.C.

Under Mr. Trump's first administration, both the F.T.C. and the Department of Justice started major investigations into the control that tech companies have over the way people shop, consume information and communicate online. The two agencies sued Google, Amazon, Apple and Meta, accusing all four of monopolistic behavior.

But in recent months, Mr. Trump has voiced hesitation about corporate regulation, and he has been inconsistent in his views toward the biggest tech companies. He has said that Amazon should not face a breakup of its business. He has also signaled he may save the social media app TikTok from a ban signed into law by President Biden, a reversal from Mr. Trump's efforts to ban the app during his first term.

Mr. Ferguson's appointment completes the president-elect's roster of tech policy leaders. Last week, Mr. Trump named Gail Slater to lead antitrust at the Department of Justice, and the venture capitalist David Sacks as his adviser on A.I. and cryptocurrencies. Late last month, he named Brendan Carr to chair the F.C.C.

Ms. Khan, the current chair who was appointed by President Biden in March 2021, pushed the F.T.C. to aggressively police the biggest tech companies and other companies. At her direction, the agency tried to excavate century-old antitrust laws to apply in the internet era.

In addition to suing Amazon and Meta, Ms. Khan's staff blocked or stymied billions of dollars in corporate deals -- winning on Tuesday a court ruling to block the $25 billion Kroger-Albertsons grocery merger, for example -- drawing condemnations from Wall Street and its allies. Ms. Khan approved new restrictions on commonplace business practices she viewed as abusive, including noncompete agreements.

Business groups have been critical of Ms. Khan and, during the presidential campaign, billionaires including Elon Musk, Reid Hoffman and Barry Diller called for her to be fired. Ms. Khan could stay on the commission until Mr. Meador is confirmed.

Mr. Ferguson studied at the University of Virginia, where he received a law degree. He first worked at private law firms where he represented clients on antitrust matters. He then spent much of his career behind the scenes, as a clerk for Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas and then as an aide to Republican Senate leaders, including as the chief counsel to Mitch McConnell, the Senate minority leader.

Mr. Meador, a partner at Kressin Meador Powers LLC, a boutique antitrust law firm, previously served as the deputy chief counsel for antitrust for Republican Senator Mike Lee of Utah. He has also worked at the antitrust divisions of the F.T.C. and Department of Justice.

Mr. Ferguson's views on antitrust law have evolved, he said on a podcast called The Dynamist in November. While Republicans traditionally have been free market-oriented and have not leaned toward regulation, he's come to view big social media companies and advertisers as biased toward liberal views, he said.

On social media and in the podcast interview, Mr. Ferguson has accused platforms of censoring skepticism toward the Covid-19 virus and accusations from the right wing about potential crimes by Mr. Biden's son, Hunter Biden.

"The F.T.C. must protect Americans' freedom of speech online," Mr. Ferguson said earlier this month in a post on the social media site X. "If platforms or advertisers are colluding to suppress free speech in violation of the antitrust laws, the F.T.C. must prosecute them and break up those cartels."
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5 Takeaways From the 2024 DealBook Summit

Trumponomics, inflation, artificial intelligence, the changing media landscape, and the Elon Musk effect -- these were the big themes covered at the annual event.

Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon, at the DealBook Summit. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times



By Edmund Lee



Dec 05, 2024 at 01:09 AM

Serena Williams, Jerome H. Powell, Jeff Bezos and other leaders across business and technology discussed artificial intelligence, inflation, the media and what the world would look like under a second Donald J. Trump presidency.

Mr. Bezos, for one, thinks the president-elect has "a good chance of succeeding."

Elon Musk wasn't in the room, but he was present throughout at the DealBook Summit. The speakers were largely optimistic about his efforts in the new administration.

The event, hosted by Andrew Ross Sorkin, founder of DealBook, has taken place since 2011.

Here are five main themes:

Inflation is still an issue, but there's a chance for growth.

Jerome H. Powell, the chair of the Federal Reserve, said the economy was in a "very good place." Inflation has come down, and the labor market has rebounded. The big takeaway for investors: The central bank can afford to be more cautious when it considers lowering interest rates, Mr. Powell said. (The next Fed meeting will be Dec. 17-18.)

Ken Griffin, the billionaire founder of the hedge fund Citadel and a top donor to the Republican Party, placed the blame for inflation squarely on the Biden administration, which, he argued, "put this country on an inflationary path that was unprecedented in our lifetime." Mr. Powell has "had to deal with cleaning up the mess," he added.

Former President Bill Clinton said inflation was the "fundamental problem" that helped Mr. Trump return to the White House.

"The average person had not really lived through something like this for 40 years, since the '70s," Mr. Clinton said.

Jerome Powell, chairman of the US Federal Reserve, at the DealBook Summit on Wednesday. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


What will Trump 2.0 mean for the economy?

Most of the speakers showed enthusiasm for Mr. Trump's second term, but added cautionary comments. Mr. Powell addressed the big question hanging over his upcoming term: Can the Trump administration break with norms, and chip away at Fed independence? Mr. Powell gave an emphatic no. The central bank, he said, was created by Congress and "it's the law of the land," granting it independence. Mr. Powell said he did not think Congress would change that.

Mr. Griffin defended the bank's independence, saying it's "extraordinarily important to the sanctity of the dollar." The hedge fund titan, who had previously derided Mr. Trump as a "three-time loser," sat on the sidelines for the Trump campaign, but he said he was happy that Mr. Trump had prevailed.

Mr. Griffin downplayed one of the biggest concerns about Trumponomics -- that Mr. Trump's proposed tariffs on Canada, Mexico and China could dent growth and accelerate inflation. "We are literally months or years away from knowing where that lands," he said.

David Ricks, the chair and chief executive of the drugmaker Eli Lilly, defended the importance of the Food and Drug Administration in light of recent attacks by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Mr. Trump's pick to lead his administration's health care efforts. "I think that's a value to society we need to keep," he said of the agency's work in reviewing drugs.

Mr. Ricks took the stage with Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity medicine specialist at Harvard Medical School and Massachusetts General Hospital. She spoke about the potentially transformative effect of weight-loss drugs on America's obesity epidemic, with 75 percent of the population overweight of having obesity.

Jeff Bezos, who showed up in a casual black sweater and dark jeans, said Mr. Trump had "grown" over the past eight years. "He is calmer than he was the first time -- more confident, more settled." That's a stark change from how the founder of Amazon saw him in his first term.

Why the change? Echoing Mr. Griffin, Mr. Bezos said the country had been stifled by too much red tape and government oversight. "President Trump is serious about the regulatory agenda -- and I think he has a good chance of succeeding," he said.

Where does the media go from here?

Mr. Bezos, who also owns The Washington Post, angered readers when he canceled a planned endorsement of Vice President Kamala Harris. He again defended that call.

"I'm proud of the decision we made, and it was far from cowardly," he said, before adding that he understood the blowback.

The Post is still losing money, but Mr. Bezos said he had "a bunch of ideas," on how to fix the paper. He didn't offer any details.

Prince Harry, The Duke of Sussex, at the DealBook Summit on Wednesday. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


Speaking of billionaire newspaper owners ... Prince Harry, the Duke of Sussex, talked about his lawsuit against Rupert Murdoch's British tabloids for hacking his phone. It's about "accountability, it's really that simple," he said, citing the bigger issue -- that the misconduct of some journalists was undermining trust in all journalists.

"I will be damned if those journalists are going to ruin journalism for everybody else, because we depend on it so much," he said.

When it comes to media reports, Serena Williams, the 23-time Grand Slam tennis champion and managing partner of Serena Ventures, said she did not read articles about herself and when she watched tennis, "I always have it on mute."

"I decided to, before mental health was a thing, just to take care of my own mental health and just take a giant step from that," she added.

But media can still be a form of therapy. Alex Cooper, the host of the "Call Her Daddy" podcast and founder of the Unwell Network, who interviewed Vice President Kamala Harris during her presidential run, said she was made for the podcasting business.

Ms. Cooper, who arrived in a short, black wool shift dress, said after she was fired from her job out of college, she saw a hole in the market. "There's Howard Stern, and there's no one where women can actually feel like, 'Oh, that is what I talk about with my friends when I'm behind closed doors,'" she said.

She reportedly signed a $125 million contract with SiriusXM. For some context, when Mr. Bezos bought The Post in 2013, he paid $250 million.

Video: Alex Cooper Said Her Team Spoke With Trump's About an Interview

Alex Cooper, the host of "Call Her Daddy" and founder of the Unwell Network, said her team had a Zoom call that she did not attend with Donald Trump's campaign about a potential interview.

Artificial general intelligence could happen sooner than we think.

Sam Altman, who runs OpenAI, the leading artificial intelligence start-up, played down the threat posed by the emerging technology, but he talked excitedly about the possibility of the next leap.

Mr. Altman's big goal is to achieve what is known as artificial general intelligence, or A.G.I., which is basically a machine that can do anything the human brain can do. It could arrive sooner than people expect, and significantly accelerate economic growth.

"There's a ton of hard work, a ton of research and engineering still to do, but I think it's possible."

His pronouncement could also be strategic. Microsoft, OpenAI's main partner, has an exclusive license to reuse OpenAI's tech in its own products, which expires once Mr. Altman's company reaches the milestone.

Guests attending the DealBook conference on Wednesday in New York. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


The New York Times Company has sued OpenAI for copyright infringement. Mr. Altman, who comes off as genial and thoughtful, said The Times was "on the wrong side of history in many ways." (Ian Crosby, a partner at the law firm Susman Godfrey who is lead counsel for The Times in the case, said in a statement: "We believe history and the law are on our side and look forward to proving it in court.")

On the other hand, Sundar Pichai, Google's chief executive, expects the pace of A.I. development to actually slow in 2025.

Google is seen as facing an innovator's dilemma in generative A.I., since its search dominance could be displaced by chatbots, such as OpenAI's ChatGPT. He took a rare shot at Microsoft, whose chief executive, Satya Nadella, has lambasted Google for not having built an insurmountable lead in generative A.I., despite making strides in the technology long before its rivals.

"I would love to do a side-by-side comparison of Microsoft's own models and our models any day, any time," he said.

The other buzzy tech story of the year -- cryptocurrencies -- was also on some speakers' mind. They were not as bullish as the Bitcoin market rally would suggest.

You can't avoid Elon Musk.

Mr. Musk wasn't in the DealBook Summit speaker lineup (that was last year), but he was still present.

Mr. Griffin called him "one of the great entrepreneurs of our lifetime," while Mr. Altman described him as a "mega hero." Mr. Clinton saw Mr. Musk's growing influence in President-elect Trump's inner circle as a sign of the times.

But Mr. Musk's role in Mr. Trump's administration could have an effect on his competitors. For example, he's suing Mr. Altman's company, arguing that OpenAI and two of its founders, Mr. Altman and Greg Brockman, breached the company's founding contract by putting commercial interests ahead of the public good.

"It would be profoundly un-American to use political power to the degree that Elon has it to hurt your competitors," Mr. Altman said.

Sam Altman, chief executive of OpenAI, on Wednesday. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


Mr. Bezos, who runs Blue Origin, which competes with Mr. Musk's SpaceX, said he was taking "at face value" that the Tesla founder would not use his relationship with Mr. Trump to hurt his rivals. He also complimented Mr. Musk on his efforts to cut government costs.

"I've had a lot of success in life not being cynical, and I very rarely have been taken advantage of as a result," he said. "Why be cynical about that?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/business/dealbook/dealbook-summit-takeaways.html



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Seismic Political Shifts Are Likely to Continue

A lively DealBook Summit task force agreed on little except that the electorate is restless.

Jason Miller, left, a senior adviser to Donald Trump, and Kevin McCarthy, former speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, at the DealBook Summit. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times



By Alina Tugend



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:37 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



The 2024 presidential election isn't over.

While the vote count is official and President-elect Donald J. Trump will be the next occupant of the Oval Office, just about everything else, including how much of a mandate he has, why the Democrats lost and what the future of the two political parties -- and the country -- will look like, is still the subject of fierce debate.

That came through strongly during a discussion on Dec. 4 at the DealBook Summit in New York City about the election and its aftermath. The 10-member election task force, one of four held away from the main stage, included those involved in politics, the media and advocacy.

Early on, the lines were set: Jason Miller, a senior adviser to Mr. Trump, thanked other task force members for joining him in "celebrating President Trump's victory." Shortly afterward, Sarah Longwell, an outspoken Republican against Mr. Trump and publisher of the website The Bulwark, described Mr. Trump as "the most dangerous criminal human being that America has ever elected."

And, she said, gesturing at Kevin McCarthy, former speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives and another task force member, "you're the one who went down and resurrected him," referring to Mr. McCarthy's visit to Mar-a-Lago shortly after the Jan. 6 insurrection.

To which Mr. McCarthy replied, "You're welcome."

Not all exchanges were testy, but that did not mean there was a meeting of minds. Democrats on the panel rejected Republicans' assertion that the victory was a sweep.

Kellyanne Conway, the campaign manager for the 2016 Trump campaign and former senior counselor, declared the election "a rejection of wokeness," while Alexis McGill Johnson, chief executive and president of Planned Parenthood, called it "a rollback on 50 to 100 years of progress that we have been making among communities of color, among gender, among people who just want to live their lives."

Kellyanne Conway, left, and Sarah Longwell, publisher of the website The Bulwark. Conway, the campaign manager for the 2016 Trump campaign and former senior counselor, said the 2024 election was "a rejection of wokeness."  Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


Most agreed that the Democrats' loss hinged on a variety of factors: inflation, immigration, anti-incumbency and a false sense of hope created after the 2022 midterms, where a predicted red wave never appeared.

The anger many felt after the Supreme Court decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, less than five months before the midterms, carried through that election, but "also kept Kamala Harris competitive because she stepped into that role and for two years has been an incredible surrogate and messenger" for abortion rights, Ms. Johnson said.

But more emphasis was needed on the economic woes of voters, "the daily decisions that they were making from buying a box of cereal to when and how their families would survive," she added.


More broadly, panel members of all persuasions pointed to an overall failure of the Democratic Party to understand what disillusioned and divided voters were looking for.

"Something that we as a party will have to face up to is that we have absolutely lost our credibility with people who are at the lower end of the economic scale," said Anita Dunn, former senior adviser to President Biden. She added that, "If you were to say to me, what is the Democratic Party's biggest problem right now? It's that the people we think we're representing don't think we are representing them when it comes to the core issue."

Van Jones, a CNN political commentator and chief executive of the nonprofit Dream Machine, also pointed to the failure of Democrats to attract young men.

"There was a huge disconnect from what the campaign thought was going to work and what was actually resonating with young men," he said. "I'm going to tell you, young men of color are up for grabs. They don't like Republicans, they don't like Democrats, and they don't like their circumstances."

Van Jones, center, a CNN political commentator and chief executive of the nonprofit Dream Machine, pointed to the failure of Democrats to attract young men. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


In fact, one thing most could agree on was that all sorts of voters are now up for grabs in what Ms. Longwell called a major political realignment.

"The Democratic Party is now populated by a lot more of these college-educated voters, and there aren't enough of them," Ms. Longwell said. "The Republican Party has built a multiracial, multiethnic working-class coalition for a variety of reasons, much of which is part of negative polarization -- a rejection of something else, as opposed to an affirmative."

While the election feels unprecedented, that is not the case; Major Garret, chief Washington correspondent at CBS News, said the only other time a president was re-elected to a nonconsecutive second term was also during a time economic and cultural disruption: Grover Cleveland who was elected in 1885 and then again in 1893.

Just like now, he said, during the Gilded Age "there was massive dislocation, massive convulsions, people feeling as if the world they knew is not only changing but may never be there again."

These ongoing political shifts also raise the question of what the Republican Party will look like after 2028: Mr. McCarthy acknowledged that, "Republicans have problems too. We didn't win; Donald Trump won."

Yet, for the most part, the Republicans on the panel saw bright days ahead.

"When you look at where he is now in 2024 versus 2016, this is an entirely different level of organization and preparedness for a new administration," Mr. Miller said. "I would make the case that we've never seen an administration ever come into Day 1 ready to go like President Trump is, quite frankly because he's done it before."

Mr. Miller brushed off questions about Mr. Trump's vow of retribution against those he considered disloyal, including the media, once he is sworn in.

"The president said very clearly his only retribution or revenge will be success, and that's what it's going to be," he said.

Some weren't satisfied with that answer.

Experts in politics, the media and advocacy shared their views at the election round table at the DealBook Summit. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


"You said he said retribution will be his success, but he also talked about putting Liz Cheney in front of a firing squad," said Margaret Hoover, host of "Firing Line with Margaret Hoover" on PBS. "He talked about hanging Mark Milley," a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

She then read several names from a list of 60 people who appear in the book "Government Gangsters: The Deep State, the Truth and the Battle for Our Democracy," written by Kash Patel, Mr. Trump's nominee for F.B.I. director. That compilation has been referred to as an enemies list of people he hopes to prosecute.

"Is prosecuting people who held those positions of power in the previous administration, his own administration, the proper way to go?" Ms. Hoover asked Ms. Conway.

"I think what's going to happen is he'll be asked about all of that in his confirmation hearings, and we should welcome those questions," Ms. Conway said about Mr. Patel. "He's a big boy. He can answer those questions."

The meeting ended with no conclusions, just a general agreement that the way blue and red politics have traditionally played out in this country is undergoing a major upheaval.

"In 2020 people voted for change, because they were sick of Trump," Mr. Jones said. "In 2024, they voted for change. They're probably going to vote for change a bunch more times because something is off. There's something really going wrong for real, everyday working folks in this country, and I'm not sure either party has an answer yet."

Takeaways



	A month after the 2024 election, profound disagreement remains about what the results actually mean.


	Democrats have to acknowledge, and understand why, they have lost credibility with working- class voters and other parts of their traditional base.


	The new administration is prepared to take charge Day 1, but Republicans need to look at a future beyond Trump.



Moderator: Maggie Haberman, senior political correspondent, The New York Times

Participants: Kellyanne Conway, campaign manager, Trump-Pence 2016, and former senior counselor to President Donald J. Trump; Anita Dunn, former senior adviser to President Biden; Major Garrett, chief Washington correspondent, CBS News; Margaret Hoover, host, "Firing Line With Margaret Hoover," PBS; Alexis McGill Johnson, president and chief executive, Planned Parenthood; Van Jones, chief executive, Dream Machine, and CNN political commentator; Jonathan Karl, chief Washington correspondent, ABC News; Sarah Longwell, publisher, The Bulwark, and host, "The Focus Group" podcast; Kevin McCarthy, former speaker, U.S. House of Representatives; and Jason Miller, senior adviser to Mr. Trump.
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For Athletes, the Draw and the How of Branding

A task force at the DealBook Summit discussed how from college to pro sports, becoming a brand is a challenge.

Justin Tuck, who won two Super Bowl rings playing for the New York Giants and now works for Goldman Sachs, was part of the DealBook Summit panel discussion, "The Other Game: How Athletes Become Brands." Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times



By Paul Sullivan



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:38 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



If you're Michael Jordan, the basketball superstar, you can be silent and still be a brand. But every other athlete needs to figure out how to position themselves if they want to move from great player to top recipient of sponsorship dollars and to one day being their own brand.

The "how" is the most challenging part, agreed a group of athletes and sports personalities convened on Dec. 4 as part of The New York Times DealBook Summit panel, "The Other Game: How Athletes Become Brands."

"It's starting younger and younger," said Bomani Jones, host of the podcast "The Right Time With Bomani Jones." "The safe play is what people think is the Michael Jordan play, which is to not really say anything interesting. That only worked because Michael Jordan is the coolest dude in the world."

For everyone else -- from college athletes reaping the benefits of name, image and likeness (known as N.I.L.) deals to elite athletes in their prime and beyond -- the consensus was that becoming a brand is hard and may not be the best career move for many athletes, if it's even achievable.

For starters, building a brand is different than playing the sport that got someone to the point where that is even an option. Sports grounds you. Brand-building forces you into the public in a way that may be beyond your comfort zone. It's almost as if you can't be too public.

Jess Sims, the moderator, who built her personal brand as an early Peloton instructor and is now a host for The Athletic, framed branding challenges as aspirational versus inspirational. In the past, someone might buy a poster of Kobe Bryant and put it on their wall. Now they want to watch the behind-the-scenes footage of that poster shoot to glean tips on how they might one day get there themselves.

"No longer do we look at someone and say, 'I want to be you,'" Ms. Sims said. "It's, like, 'no, I see you crushing it. How do I do what I need to do to crush it in my own lane?'"

Jess Sims, a host for The Athletic, was the moderator for the panel. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


For some athletes, trading on your celebrity and access could be the better way to go. Doing so could mean reaping the benefits of lucrative endorsement deals. It could also mean laying the groundwork for a career after professional sports, which is what Justin Tuck did.

Mr. Tuck, who won two Super Bowl rings playing for the New York Giants, said he used his sports fame to learn more about business on his days off. That could be having lunch with a hedge fund manager or meeting with someone who owned 50 Wendy's franchises. He now works for Goldman Sachs. And what his brand is now is wholly different from what it was when he was a top defensive player in the N.F.L.

"There's no $100 million client that I have to go see that's going to care about me posting on Twitter or Facebook or anything else," he said. "And that's just, you know, that's just the nature of the beast as far as the transition that I made."


He acknowledged for others on the panel the more logical extension from their sports career might be to do something in the media or their sport.

Mr. Jones, an ESPN personality, said athletes might be leaning too heavily into creating a brand, when their celebrity would get them where they wanted to go more easily.

"I hear Justin talking about meeting with the hedge fund managers," Mr. Jones said. "That's leveraging the level of celebrity you have, but it's not because of, like, Justin Tuck Inc. "Fundamentally, a brand has to say something when people see it."

That's what McDonald's has achieved. But it's hard for individuals to get to that level of brand recognition that corporations pour millions of dollars into creating and continually refining.

The pressure and criticism athletes face in building their brand has to be factored in as well. Having a supportive community is key for athletes. Otherwise, the pressure to build a brand by posting on social media can be exhausting, and the negative comments can be debilitating.

"I think just understanding that the people you have within your circle -- your relationships, whether it's family, friends, cousins, uncles, your own coaches -- understanding that those people can uplift you is a little easier for you," said Jordan Chiles, the gold-medal winning Olympic gymnast.

Jesse Palmer is a former N.F.L. quarterback who is now a television host. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


Jesse Palmer, a former N.F.L. quarterback who is now a television host, agreed, adding that sometimes even teammates who are outwardly supportive can be privately jealous of your success. "I think it's important too that the people who are in your circle are genuinely behind you and happy for your success, which I think, as athletes, sometimes isn't always the case."

Ms. Chiles pointed out the different level of judgment for female athletes on social media. "There's a difference when it comes to male and female when you have that platform," she said.

"Because as women, if we go off of social media, they start giving these negative comments," she added. "Or the biggest thing is she's pregnant."

Negotiating the always-on nature of brand building is starting younger. Name, image and likeness deals have allowed college athletes to emerge as brands before they even step on campus. A lot of attention is put on athletes in football and basketball, the big revenue-generating sports for colleges. But female athletes are often at their highest-earning capacity in college, particularly for sports without professional options like gymnastics and softball.

"There's a difference when it comes to male and female when you have that platform," Jordan Chiles, the Olympic gymnast, said about how athletes are judged on social media. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


Ms. Chiles, a two-time Olympian, is still a student at the University of California, Los Angeles. The previous generation of gymnasts had to chose between going to college (and not getting paid) and turning pro, she said. She always wanted to be a college athlete and represent her school.

Yet with 1.5 million Instagram followers, Ms. Chiles is not the collegiate gymnast with the most. That goes to Olivia Dunne, at Louisiana State University, who has over 5 million followers and is among the highest paid college athletes through N.I.L. deals.

Hope Solo, who was the goalie on the United States women's national team, came of age as a soccer player in the early years of social media. To her, it was divisive. "We looked at social media during the World Cup as toxic," she said. "Players would care more about what was being seen."

Her concern now is that college players, making significant money through N.I.L. deals will focus more on their own brand to the detriment of the team. She gave the example of the star player showing up in her own cleats, while everyone else wears the ones issued by the school.

"What are the team dynamics like for players who do have N.I.L. deals and then the players who don't?" she asked.

Bomani Jones, left, and Napheesa Collier, at the DealBook Summit. Jose A. Alvarado Jr. for The New York Times


Mr. Jones said he had another concern: Athletes who become brands can now transfer to schools that can pay them more. This is great for the top programs, but long term it may not be great for those athletes, who won't have a true connection to the alumni who could one day give them a job.

"Every time I see these guys bounce from school to school, I'm, like, 'no, stay wherever you are and live on scholarship for life,'" Mr. Jones said. "You'll always be able to come back. You'll always be able to get a job. You'll always be able to do all these things if these things don't go the way you think they're going to go down the line. You're getting upfront payment right now, but if you transfer to three schools, they don't give a damn about you."

That comes back to the initial question Ms. Sims asked: What does branding mean to you? The seven panelists gave one-word answers: money, self, authenticity, truth, education, opportunity and exhausting.

It's up to athletes now to decide which one will guide them.

Takeaways



	Brand Authenticity Matters: Shaquille O'Neal, at 7-foot-1 and 325 pounds, is a big man who can sell comfort. He is not a sneaker pitchman, said Bomani Jones said.


	A chasm exists between being a celebrity with endorsements and a brand that stands for something on its own.


	Brand building is exhausting and you need people you can trust in your corner.



Moderator: Jess Sims, host at The Athletic

Participants: Jordan Chiles, gold medal-winning Olympic gymnast; Napheesa Collier, forward for the Minnesota Lynx and the co-founder of Unrivaled; Bomani Jones, host of the podcast "The Right Time with Bomani Jones"; Renee Montgomery, co-owner and vice president of the Atlanta Dream and two-time W.N.B.A. champion; Jesse Palmer, television host and entrepreneur; Hope Solo, World Cup and Olympic champion and activist; and Justin Tuck, retired N.F.L. player and managing director in Goldman Sachs Private Wealth Management.
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Women Need More Help to Rise in the Workplace

A DealBook Summit panel said a lack of helpful policies was hindering female advancement, while freezing eggs to postpone motherhood did not always work out.

Reshma Saujani, Brooke Shields, Thasunda Brown Duckett and Jodi Kantor at the DealBook Summit on Dec. 4. They discussed why women have made limited progress in gaining leadership positions in business. Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times



By Leslie Wayne



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:36 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



While women appear to be doing better in many ways -- two have even run for U.S. president as major party candidates -- there has been limited progress in gaining leadership positions in business. That has to do with a lack of corporate and government policies to support women as they balance work life and home demands, concluded a task force of female business leaders, entrepreneurs and activists convened by The New York Times at the DealBook Summit on Dec. 4.

There is no question that women have made some major gains: Women now sit on the Supreme Court and Joint Chiefs of Staff, are among House leadership, and even on the International Space Station. Still, women hold only 10 percent of the leadership positions of Fortune 500 companies.

"Do you see that as depressing?" asked Jodi Kantor, a New York Times reporter who moderated the panel. "Do you see that as enormous progress?" The hard question, she said, is "why at the time when women are really, in so many ways, doing better than ever in society -- have experienced so much educational, social, financial progress -- why is progress still limited in the business world in leadership positions?"

Corporations and the U.S. government have done little, the panel agreed, to make it easier for women to juggle caregiving demands with the time and dedication required to climb the corporate ladder. What is needed are policies providing for greater paternity leave, more diversity in the workplace, better child care options and a more flexible work environment, they said. 

Donna Langley, chairman of NBCUniversal Entertainment & Studios, said it was a pivotal moment. "We've got to hunker down, pivot, shift our strategies, really think about how we harness all the power that we have accumulated over the last few years, and put it to use, but in a different way than we've been doing it," she said.

Jodi Kantor, Donna Langley, Diane von Furstenberg and Emma Grede during the discussion on Dec. 4. Ms. Langley noted that, right now, women were in a pivotal moment. Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


Thasunda Brown Duckett, the president and chief executive of TIAA, one of the world's largest pension funds with nearly $1.3 trillion in assets under management, said that while women had now achieved a "base camp" of rights, "there's another mountain to climb."

She noted that women, on average, live five years longer than men but retire with 30 percent less in savings. Many women work in entry-level jobs for small employers that do not offer benefit packages, and women do not have pay parity with men for comparable work. It is a rare woman who has ascended to the executive suite.

"Talent is created equally," Ms. Duckett said. "Opportunity is not." 

"We have to see what is getting in the way of the everyday woman to be able to feel that she can succeed," she added.

One obstacle, the panelists said, has been the belief that women could "have it all." Brooke Boyarsky Pratt, founder and chief executive of knownwell, a health care provider focusing on weight issues, said a quarter of the women she knew at Harvard Business School froze their eggs to have a career first and a pregnancy later. The only problem was, very few of those embryos actually resulted in a pregnancy, she said.

"There's false hope in the sense that, now that you have these eggs, you can just have a baby at 40, 35, 45 and everything is going to go swimmingly," she said. Information about the poor outcomes of egg freezing would have allowed women to plan more realistically for their futures, she added.

Ms. Shields at the DealBook Summit on Dec. 4. She said that, for women thinking about their reproductive futures, "more information is power." Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


Brooke Shields, an actress and entrepreneur, agreed. "More information is power," said Ms. Shields, who mentioned that she had undergone seven in vitro fertilizations.  "If you go in with the knowledge, you're able to be more proactive."

Many companies may be generous in providing fertility benefits, but that's where the support often ends, the panel noted. In fact, there is a "motherhood penalty," said Reshma Saujani, founder of the nonprofits Moms First and Girls Who Code, one of which focuses on women in the workplace, the other on girls seeking tech careers.


"We have to often ask ourselves, 'Why do we have the most educated population of women with the least amount of participation in the labor force?'" Ms. Saujani said. "It's because we become mothers.

"Motherhood is the unfinished business of equality," she added. "We are good. We are smart enough. We are prepared enough. But we are not given the structural supports to balance being a caregiver and being a worker. And that's it."

Lynn Martin, president of the New York Stock Exchange Group, sees progress as a "giant leap forward" and then "two steps back." In her case, she said she returned to work two weeks after giving birth, reflecting her desire for motherhood and a career.

"I wanted to be a mom and have this joy around a new person I created," she said. "But I still wanted to be me and talk about financial markets." The challenge was to be someone who "has a lot of love" to give to a baby and her parents, and is "an incredibly, wildly ambitious, intelligent person who can be an outside contributor to the best society that exists in this world."

Ms. Grede and Amy Griffin at the DealBook Summit. Ms. Griffin, who runs a venture capital firm with an all-female staff, said she encourages people who were starting companies to take women as investors. Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


Amy Griffin, founder and managing partner of G9 Ventures, a venture capital firm with an all-female staff, said that she had seen more venture capital funding flowing to start-ups co-owned by women: a growth from 2 percent of all funding a few years ago to around 24 percent today, she said.

"Our goal is to go out and tell investors and people who are starting companies that 'You need to take women as investors,'" she said. "'You need to put women at your table. Look at what you are missing. ' "

One big help to women in the workplace would be having greater paternity benefits for men and assurances from companies that men would not be penalized for taking time off, the panel agreed. This would have the added benefit of getting men to shoulder more of the burden of child care, allowing women to focus more on their careers.

The panelists also discussed the need to change the culture so a man is not stigmatized for staying home to raise children. If women are to succeed professionally, it may require men to do more at home, changing the dynamics of traditional relationships.

"It's not a question of your dignity," Ms. Duckett said. "It is not a question of value. And it's not a question of what it means to be the 'head of the household.' Those are conversations that we need to have." 

Efforts to limit diversity initiatives were also cited as a threat to women's advancement. "We don't live in a meritocracy," Ms. Saujani said. "And yet we pretend we do." She said that companies that had supported initiatives to get more girls interested in tech had closed their activities because of the growing attacks on diversity, equity and inclusion efforts. 

Remote work got mixed reviews. While some welcomed it as providing flexibility, Emma Grede, co-founder and chief executive of Good American, a clothing company, said it hindered advancement.

"The idea that you can be successful from your dining room table is about as much of a joke as work-life balance conversations," said Ms. Grede. "You aren't going to get far unless you surround yourself with people, because nobody is successful on their own."

Nonetheless, Ms. Grede said, some flexibility was needed when her employees had family matters that inevitably came up.

From her perspective as a successful fashion designer, Diane von Furstenberg said what was important was "to build women's confidence."

"And that confidence in being a woman can do so much," she said. 

Ms. von Furstenberg also emphasized the importance of kindness, especially as discourse globally has become more harsh.

"I'm in the winter of my life," she said. "I have made it my mission to make kindness sexy. That's what I want to do because I think that kindness is a currency and generosity is the best investment. It helps everything."

Takeaways



	More corporations have been offering fertility treatments as part of their health care plans. But that's not enough. Equally necessary is help after a child is born -- more paternity leave, child care support and flexible career paths.


	Men need to step up and assume more of the caretaking at home. To do so, corporations and society need to value men's contributions on the home front and support policies that allow for more flexibility in men's careers as well.


	Flexible work schedules and remote work can benefit women, but only to a point. To rise in a corporation, a woman needs to be visible, to have daily contact with others and to be part of a corporate team.



Moderator: Jodi Kantor, The New York Times

Participants: Brooke Shields, actress and entrepreneur; Thasunda Brown Duckett, president and chief executive, TIAA; Donna Langley, chairman, NBC Universal Entertainment & Studios; Diane von Furstenberg, fashion designer; Emma Grede, co-founder and chief executive, Good American, and founding partner, SKIMS; Amy Griffin, founder and managing partner, G9 Ventures; Brooke Boyarsky Pratt, founder and chief executive, knownwell; Reshma Saujani, founder, Moms First and Girls Who Code; and Lynn Martin, president, New York Stock Exchange Group.
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Technologists: Smarter-Than-Humans A.I. Will Likely Be Here by 2030

Most members of a DealBook Summit panel described immense benefits from artificial intelligence and saw its risks as manageable.

Eugenia Kuyda, Peter Lee and Kevin Roose sat on a task force panel, "The A.I. Revolution," at the DealBook Summit in New York on Dec. 4.  Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times



By Steve Lohr



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:35 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



Powerful technologies have always been double-edged swords. That's been true since fire; it could cook your food and keep you warm, but, out of control, burn down your hut. 

Modern artificial intelligence is poised to take the mixed-blessing principle to new heights, a technology moving faster and further than anything seen before. That was the prevailing view of 10 leading technologists and tech policy experts in a discussion on Dec. 4 at the DealBook Summit in New York, led by Kevin Roose, a columnist for The New York Times and co-host of the "Hard Fork" podcast.

Big tech, venture capital, nonprofits and academia were all represented on the panel. The group was mainly a collection of people who believe that artificial intelligence is rapidly advancing. To start off, Mr. Roose asked for a show of hands of those who agreed with the statement that there was a 50 percent chance or better that artificial general intelligence -- a system with the ability to outperform human experts at virtually all cognitive tasks -- would be achieved by 2030. Seven hands went up.

Smarter-than-humans technology could deliver "a century of scientific progress in 10 years," said Jack Clark, co-founder and head of policy at Anthropic, a richly funded A.I. start-up.


Peter Lee, the president of Microsoft's research division, said he was excited by how the underlying mathematical models that had excelled at learning from human language to create chatbots like ChatGPT were "just as adept at learning from nature."

That realization, he said, is leading labs and start-ups around the world to focus on applying A.I. to conquer big challenges in science -- speeding up drug discovery, producing new materials and improving the prediction of severe weather events.

The most chilling vision of A.I. science turning against humanity has been that the technology would be used to produce bioweapons, like a new killer virus.

But Dan Hendrycks, director of the Center for A.I. Safety, said that threat worried him less than it did a year ago. The companies making powerful A.I. models, he said, have developed safeguards so it is more difficult for them to be used to produce bioweapons. With persistent vigilance, he said, "This may not be too much of a hazard."

Speaking on the DealBook Summit task force panel on A.I., Sarah Guo, a founder of Conviction, said she sees artificial intelligence as a "very democratizing technology."  Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


Sarah Guo, a founder of Conviction, a venture capital firm, agreed that biology and materials science were attractive targets for accelerating progress using A.I. But beyond that, she sees artificial intelligence as a "very democratizing technology," by automating high-cost human expertise in fields like law, medicine and education to make those services more affordable and accessible.

In education, Ms. Guo said, research has long shown that the thing that delivers the biggest gains in student achievement is one-on-one tutoring. "What if you can give everybody a personalized tutor?" she asked. Or personalized medical advice that is as reliable as a human doctor? The potential for artificial intelligence to democratize the availability of expertise, she said, is "something we're really inspired by."

The prospect of A.I. automating broad areas of human expertise is what worries Ajeya Cotra, who studies the potential risks from A.I. at Open Philanthropy, a research foundation. Ms. Cotra described a future world in which "A.I. systems have made human expertise obsolete." "Maybe you have a human C.E.O., but they're a figurehead," she observed. "They have to basically listen to their A.I. adviser that is able to keep up with what's going on better than they can."

Military campaigns, similarly, would be waged not only by A.I.-powered drones, but also by A.I. tacticians and A.I. generals. And in every field, there would be specialized A.I. agents -- A.I. lawyers, A.I. policymakers, A.I. police and others, smarter and faster than their human counterparts.

To keep up, people and institutions would be forced to adopt A.I. Trying to opt out would be like "not using electricity today," Ms. Cotra said. "You just can't do it."

Rana el Kaliouby, co-founder of Blue Tulip Ventures, said she is optimistic about what A.I. can do to help people lead healthier and more productive lives. But she worries about children having A.I. friends.  Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


Rana el Kaliouby, co-founder of Blue Tulip Ventures, which invests in A.I. start-ups, said she was optimistic about A.I. assistants' helping people to lead healthier and more productive lives. But she is worried about the unchecked development of software designed as A.I. friends or A.I. companions, especially their impact on young people. Her 15-year-old son is "tech-forward," she said. "But I really hope he doesn't have an A.I. friend because I don't know that we have the right guardrails."

Eugenia Kuyda is the chief executive of Replika, which was founded eight years ago and essentially created the business of A.I. friends. The digital companions are intended to help people who "experience some sort of loneliness" and improve their mental health. Most people who have Replika friends are 35 or older, she said. The service does not allow anyone under 18 to join, and it developed strict age-verification procedures over the years.

"That comes from my personal belief that we're just not ready," said Ms. Kuyda, who has two daughters. "We shouldn't be experimenting on kids."

Rising public anxiety about A.I. threatens to slow its adoption. Mr. Roose, the moderator, cited a survey by the Pew Research Center last year that found that 52 percent of Americans were more concerned than excited by A.I., up from 38 percent the previous year.

Predictions that millions of jobs may someday be lost to A.I. software and robots have fueled the worries of workers, the panelists agreed. But they also observed that concerns about the introduction of new technologies were typical. In the 19th century, there were fears that railways, moving fast, would cause people's organs to collapse, for example.

Josh Woodward, vice president of Google Labs, said he thought A.I. adoption by businesses and individuals would be faster than it has been so far. But he said it is still very early for A.I. in the mainstream -- about year two of a decade-long transition.

Mr. Woodward described the first wave of A.I. software as chatbot based. But increasingly, there will be A.I. apps that redefine the future of knowledge, at work and at home. "There are loads of ways creativity is going to be unlocked," mostly by humans and A.I. technology working together, Mr. Woodward said.

The group also picked up the geopolitics of A.I. . There have been calls in some policy circles for the equivalent of an A.I. Manhattan Project to stay ahead of the Chinese. Mr. Roose asked if that was a good idea.

Some members of the DealBook Summit task force on A.I. said government can do more to support and keep the technology safe. Tim Wu, a Columbia Law School professor, right, speaks as Marc Raibert, executive director of The AI Institute, listens.  Stephanie Mei-Ling for The New York Times


"It seems to me we have three or four or five of them already," said Marc Raibert, executive director of The AI Institute and founder of the robotics company Boston Dynamics, pointing to the billions of dollars a few tech companies are pouring into A.I.

But Mr. Raibert did see a smaller, more focused role for the government -- funding to "keep the embers alive for ideas" that are not yet commercial. The government did that effectively, he said, in robotics and early internet technology.

Ms. Kuyda had a straightforward solution to winning the global A.I. competition: Open the immigration window to any computer scientist, mathematician or physicist working in the field.

Visas to live and work in the United States can be difficult to obtain. Changing that should be a priority, Ms. Kuyda said. "I grew up in Russia," she said. "We all want to live here. Most people do want to live here. Most researchers in China want to live here. That is the competitive advantage."

But enlightened policy is often sidelined by political reality, said Tim Wu, a professor at Columbia Law School and a former White House special assistant for technology and competition policy in the Biden administration. He was skeptical of immigration reform to bring in more A.I. talent. "It's so centered on the southern border," Mr. Wu said of immigration policy. "That's just one of the ways U.S. policy is screwed up."

Takeaways



	Artificial intelligence may deliver a century of scientific progress in a decade.





	A.I. could make human expertise obsolete, raising the prospect A.I. agents running companies, the government and the military.





	The best strategy to stay ahead of China in the A.I. race? Immigration reform. Make it easier for foreign A.I. researchers to come to America. They want to.



Moderator: Kevin Roose, columnist, The New York Times

Participants: Dan Hendrycks, director, the Center for AI Safety; Jack Clark, co-founder and head of policy, Anthropic; Rana el Kaliouby, co-founder, Blue Tulip Ventures; Eugenia Kuyda, chief executive, Replika; Peter Lee, president, Microsoft research division; Josh Woodward, vice president, Google Labs; Sarah Guo, founder, Conviction; Ajeya Cotra, Open Philanthropy; Marc Raibert, executive director, The AI Institute, and founder, Boston Dynamics; Tim Wu, Julius Silver Professor of Law, Science and Technology, Columbia Law School
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Serena Williams Is Competing on a New Court: Investment

"I've learned to trust my instincts in any business venture or brand I'm championing," the retired tennis star said in an interview at the DealBook Summit.

Serena Williams at the DealBook Summit. "A lot of people don't know that I've been investing for 15 years," she said. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times



By Shivani Vora



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:39 PM

This article is part of our special section on the DealBook Summit that included business and policy leaders from around the world.



Serena Williams may have retired in 2022 from a record breaking career in professional tennis that catapulted her to global fame, but her post-tournament life keeps her just as professionally engaged, albeit in a different realm.

Ms. Williams, 43, is the founder of Serena Ventures, a venture capital fund that invests in early stage companies, primarily ones founded by women and minorities. Established in 2017, when Ms. Williams was at the peak of her career, the firm raised $111 million for its inaugural fund and has invested in more than 60 brands.

Serena Ventures comprises a team of seven, including Ms. Williams, and supports companies that positively impact "the everyday lives of everyday people," she said.

They include Parfait, a Black-owned brand that relies on A.I. and facial recognition to create custom wigs and hair extensions, and Halp, a company that helps students navigate the process of studying abroad and make it more affordable. Serena Ventures also has a hand in the media and entertainment brand Boss Beauty, and Wile, a line of plant-based supplements for women over 40.

Beyond her venture fund, Ms. Williams' professional pursuits encompass Wyn Beauty by Serena Williams, a line of makeup with products made with vegan ingredients and minimal chemicals. She also has stakes in sports teams, including, she said, the Miami Dolphins.

In her conversation on the main stage at the DealBook Summit 2024 with the event's founder, Andrew Ross Sorkin, Ms. Williams touched on her competitive nature and her relationships with her family. She said that while her father, Richard Williams, might be perceived as tough, her mother, Oracene Price, was "way tougher."

"So my dad was actually super kind and always saying, 'Are you OK? Do you need to take time off? Let's take a break,'" Ms. Williams told Mr. Sorkin.

She also shared that she lived with her sister and tennis competitor, Venus Williams, until she married the Reddit co-founder Alexis Ohanian in 2017, and that she and Mr. Ohanian keep their investments separate. But she noted, "he's a wonderful investor."

Ms. Williams spoke with The New York Times just before taking the stage at the Summit.

The interview, also conducted through email, has been edited and condensed.

Why are you interested in investing? And why focus on early stage companies?

Serena Williams at the DealBook Summit. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


A lot of people don't know that I've been investing for 15 years. It was natural.

I started thinking about what's going to shape our world, whether it's through transportation, technology, consumer goods. Whatever that is, I wanted to be a part of shaping it. I want to invest in B-to-B [business-to-business] companies and know how I could invest in early stage companies early on and have a big reward. I didn't know all the lingo at the time. I didn't know that it was called early stage investing and that it was even a thing. I didn't know that V.C. was a thing. But it is something I was drawn to because I am a curious person.

How did you learn the ropes?

I went to Silicon Valley and sat in different offices. I would call C.E.O.s and ask if I could hang out for a few days and ask questions. At Pinterest, in particular, I knew one of the guys on the board, and he understood that I had a lot of questions. It was cool to go to companies like that and learn.

Eventually, I started sitting on boards: Survey Monkey, Poshmark. Poshmark was a great opportunity to learn the ins and outs of taking a company public. I expanded my horizons with the insight of wanting to be a better investor, doing this long term and building a team. That was before I had a team.

Thankfully, because of my hard work in tennis, I was afforded different opportunities to go to companies and talk to the Sheryl Sandbergs of the world.

Early stage investing offers a greater reward, but also a higher risk. Were you ever afraid of the risks?

For me, that's the hardest part. I love winning and being successful, but in early stage, 70 or 80 percent of the businesses fail that you invest in. I don't like that. Having to accept that is difficult for me.

If one of our companies ends up not doing well, it's heartbreaking. A lot of times they don't do well simply because they can't raise funding. Unfortunately, you see that happening a lot with companies led by women or people of color. They have a great product, but trouble getting past the early stage.

It's all about marketing and how people are going to get to know your product.


How do you find companies to invest in?

We get a lot of inbound [pitching]. We love business-to-business investments and still have our hands in consumer [investments]. We find them through word of mouth. Sometimes, you get the best deals from founders of other V.C. companies. In V.C., 90 percent of the game is relationships and connections -- keeping those connections by having constant calls with people at other firms and asking them what they're doing and sharing what we're doing.

We want to operate like an elbows-in venture firm, where people want to see Serena Ventures on their cap table and know that we can bring different things.

One example is Rebelstork. They work with open boxes of items -- their focus is babies. Say someone gets a gift that's a crib, and they don't want or need it, so they send it back to the retailer. The retailer throws that crib in the landfill because they have to by policy. The founder [Emily Hosie] is taking these open boxes and selling them for a lower price, which helps moms and with pollution. That's in line with our thesis of solving big problems for everyday people.

What other ventures have resonated with you?

Serena Williams talking with Andrew Ross Sorkin, the summit's founder. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times


There's a company called Esusu. If you pay rent, it doesn't help your credit score. How do you get a mortgage without a credit score? My mom, after all these years of paying rent, never improved her credit scores. If you're a renter and pay rent on Esusu's platform, you're able to build credit. Even me, I had won grand slams, but I had to get debt to get credit.

The company helps renters and rentees because if you're a renter, you're going to get your payment on time, and if you're a rentee, you're incentivized to build your credit.

What have you learned from your ventures?

I've learned about the noncapital investments that are so important. Beyond the funding, it's about unlocking doors for founders to create opportunities. Whether that be making a connection to a major retailer, offering executive coaching or bringing exposure to the companies we invest in, there's more to Serena Ventures beyond quantitative investing.

What is the best investing advice you've received, and what advice do you have for aspiring investors?

Do your due diligence, and don't rely on someone else. I do it with every single company.

I invest in early stage companies, and a lot of those [investments] don't come back. When I invest, I think that I'm not going to see this again, so the best advice I would give is to invest in companies you believe in and expect to invest money that you don't see back.

Tell me about Wyn Beauty. What was the impetus to start it? What business lessons have you learned, and how did you develop the name and packaging?

I started Wyn Beauty because I've always believed that beauty should be for everyone and that performance beauty is essential to a confident life. I've spent my career pushing my body, and I realized that the beauty products I was using didn't always meet my needs. Wyn Beauty does. It's created for individuals like me, who are constantly on the go.

Our chartreuse packaging is a nod to the tennis ball, which is a nod to my wins on the court, a mentality that we want to carry over into our products and the experiences one has from using them.

With Wyn Beauty, I have learned that building a business takes patience and resilience -- it's not always instant success. You have to be willing to pivot when things don't go as planned.

I've learned to trust my instincts in any business venture or brand I'm championing. As an athlete, I've had to make quick decisions under pressure, and in business I've found that trusting one's self, even when there's uncertainty, is crucial to making bold moves that pay off.
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From the DealBook Summit: Influential People Share Their Insights

Industry leaders attending the conference were asked about artificial intelligence, the economy, international relations and more.


By Julie Zann



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:40 PM

At last week's DealBook Summit in New York City, leaders in business, tech, media, law and other disciplines were invited by The New York Times to lead conversations about pressing issues in their fields. Ahead of the summit, The Times sent questions to each of the Groundbreakers. Their answers have been edited and condensed.


Neil Blumenthal: Co-founder and Co-C.E.O., Warby Parker

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Shaping Consumer Brands for the Long Term in an Uncertain Economic Landscape

As a leader, how do you manage the new normal of volatility in the retail landscape?

In an increasingly unpredictable world, a leader's role is to serve as a shock absorber. At best, volatility distracts teams, and at worst, it scares them. The best leaders not only prepare teams for sudden swings in the business and geopolitical landscape but also help them maintain focus on their mission and the work at hand. At Warby Parker, we have a clear objective to provide vision for all -- and we can adapt more quickly when we stay focused on that goal. While volatility can foster self-doubt and lead to task switching, a thoughtful and stable strategy still wins in the long run.

Sharon Brous: Founder and senior rabbi, IKAR

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Repairing the Torn Fabric of Our Communities With Compassion

What is one act we can do as citizens or community members to bridge that which seems to divide our communities?

We are suffering from a widespread curiosity deficit. Through reclaiming curiosity and wonder, we rehumanize ourselves and one another. A society of lonely, atomized people is one at risk of falling into patterns of dehumanization that leave us susceptible to conspiracy theories, ideological extremism and political violence. It is precisely when these conditions emerge, as they have in our time, that genuine, openhearted curiosity is equal parts counterintuitive and urgent. The sacred recognition of one another's humanity is no substitute for equitable policies, accountability or systemic change. But it will be the foundation of any just society.

Steve Case: C.E.O., Revolution

 David Dee Delgado/Reuters


Groundbreaker Topic: Reviving the American Dream Beyond Silicon Valley

Why do you believe the innovation gap poses a threat to the future of the American economy?

In the recent election, states that voted for President-elect Donald J. Trump received 16 percent of 2023 venture capital dollars while blue states received a whopping 84 percent. Venture-backed companies are significant drivers of economic growth and among the country's biggest job creators. It's hard to pitch the promise of technology as a good thing to the half of the U.S. population that has been systematically shut out from the innovation economy. And it's hard to bring together a country when some people see almost limitless potential and others feel the American dream slipping away. We must create more opportunity in more places by building a more inclusive tech and venture ecosystem. America's unity and future as the reigning global tech leader depends on it.

Ron Conway: Founder, SV Angel

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Silicon Valley and the Importance of Civic Engagement With a New Administration in Washington

What should Trump's team's posture toward the tech industry be? And what should the industry do?

It is critical that federal policies and regulations allow our entrepreneurs to innovate and lead the world in industries like A.I., digital currencies and biotech. I'm committed to helping founders navigate the policy and regulatory landscape as they build products that have a positive effect on society.

Katie Couric: Co-founder, Katie Couric Media

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Changing Landscape in Journalism and Media

What is the best tool a person has to combat misinformation today?

There are many remedies for combating misinformation, but sadly getting rid of Section 230 and requiring more transparency by technology companies may not happen. As a result, it's mostly up to the individual to be vigilant about identifying misinformation and not sharing it. This will require intensive media literacy, which will help people understand the steps required to consider the source. That means investigating websites that may be disseminating inaccurate information and understanding their agendas, second-sourcing information, and if it's an individual, learning more about that person's background and expertise. Of course, this is all time-consuming and a lot to ask of consumers, but for now, I ascribe to the Sy Syms adage: "An educated consumer is our best customer."

Lynn Forester de Rothschild: Chairwoman, E.L. Rothschild, and founder and co-chair, the Council for Inclusive Capitalism

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Re-leveling the Playing Field Between Work and Capital

What is an achievable step to reduce the income gap between chief executive and worker pay?

The president, whose election was powered by the working class, cannot leave working Americans behind in favor of his rich friends. The best policies for employees are those that promote direct employee ownership. While existing structures, like employee stock 0wnership plans, provide tax benefits to public companies, these laws should be expanded to provide greater deductions for deeper employee ownership and worker voice opportunities. In the private equity sector, employee ownership has been shown to improve financial returns as well. The business community should champion these changes on the grounds that lower levels of inequality will lead to greater overall economic growth and stability.

Karla Gallardo: Founder and C.E.O., Cuyana

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Delicate Balance Between Growth and Profit

What are you seeing as the biggest drivers of growth in Cuyana?

Since launch, we've been hyperfocused on establishing a deep understanding of our customer and have maintained an unwavering commitment to creating products that serve a purpose for our community. Providing a curated assortment of thoughtfully designed items is not only integral to our brand ethos of fewer, better, but has also proven to be a key driver of Cuyana's consistent growth by fostering consumer trust and loyalty. In today's rapidly changing landscape where brands are often driven by trends, building an authentic, values-driven brand that constantly exceeds customer expectations is critical to withstanding the test of time.

Ryan Gellert: C.E.O., Patagonia

 Alex Welsh for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Purpose-Driven Leadership in a Shifting Landscape

What are the new ways you are working to address climate change today at Patagonia?

Even if the government never mandates doing what's necessary to address the climate and nature crisis, companies can play an outsized role in finding solutions or minimizing environmental impacts. Our future depends on it. We simply cannot run a business in a world in constant climate chaos where customers are fleeing from rising seas or fires, supply lines fail, and infrastructure collapses. At Patagonia, roughly 95 percent of our carbon emissions come from our supply chain. We're investing in scalable programs to reduce our carbon footprint and supporting environmental nonprofits on the front lines of this crisis.

Adam Grant: Organizational psychologist, the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, and author and host of "WorkLife"

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Rethinking Effective Leadership in the Workplace

What's the change you recommend to leaders that offers the most dramatic impact in the workplace?

Recognize that many of your best practices were designed for a world that no longer exists. In the face of rapid change, past patterns don't predict the future. A key to adapting is to think like a scientist: Treat strategies as hypotheses and decisions as experiments. Research reveals that when entrepreneurs learn to think like scientists, compared to a control group a year later, their revenue is 40 times higher. Instead of searching for reasons why they must be right, they consider reasons why they might be wrong. That accelerates their ability to abandon bad ideas in favor of better ones.

Jonathan Greenblatt: C.E.O. and national director, the Anti-Defamation League

 Jemal Countess/Getty Images


Groundbreaker Topic: The Rise (and Hopefully Fall) of Antisemitism in the 2020s

How can corporations be a more effective partner in combating antisemitism?

Corporate leadership is crucial in combating hate and antisemitism across society. Many corporations have signed ADL's Workplace Pledge, but amid an unprecedented increase in antisemitism after Oct. 7, many more need to step up. With antisemitism surging, all companies must take meaningful action to protect Jewish employees and customers. This includes using their bully pulpits to strongly and forcefully condemn antisemitism. And to ensure workplaces remain safe and welcoming for Jewish employees, employers should also offer educational programs, update religious accommodations and support Jewish employee resource groups. Anything less is unacceptable.

Chris Hadfield: Astronaut, commander of the International Space Station, combat fighter/test pilot and author

 Angela Lewis for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Global Space Race, the Mission to the Moon and Beyond to Mars

How is returning to the moon consequential in attaining the exploration of Mars?

In real estate, the three main things to consider are location, location and location. And often, on Earth, people want sunny waterfront. As we now transition from exploration to settlement on the moon, it's the same. There is eternal solar power and local water available only in select locations near the poles. China has clearly stated its goal to have people there by 2030, and the smooth landing spots are rare. If we want access to the moon's vast untapped resources and strategic location, with international rules we support, we have to be there, too. It's the historic moment.

Jonathan Haidt: Author and the Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership at New York University's Stern School of Business

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Impacts and Implications of a Phone-Based Childhood on Society, Democracy and the Economy

What is the best motivation parents can use to get children off their phones?

Teens and preteens are intensely focused on what their peers think of them. They are very afraid of being cut off, being "the only one" without a phone or an Instagram account. So make sure they are not the only one. Coordinate with the parents of your child's friends. They probably share your concerns. If you have not given your child a smartphone yet, delaying that fateful day until the start of high school is the best single thing you can do. If you already have given a smartphone, set clear boundaries, such as all screens out of the bedroom by 9:30 p.m., no phones at the table and, ideally, no smartphone use at home at all. (Almost everything can be done on a laptop, which is less addictive.)

Sarah Harden: C.E.O., Hello Sunshine and Candle Studios

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Content Is King, but Creativity Is Queen

Where do you see the industry's appetite for content in 2025? Better, worse, the same?

We are anticipating a market in 2025 that's largely flat to 2024 appetite -- so, more of the same. An improved interest rate environment feels like it should add wind to everyone's backs but I don't feel optimistic that this will translate quickly to an uptick in content spending versus what we are seeing in 2024. I think late 2025 and into 2026 we will see more robust growth.

Sherrilyn Ifill: President and director-counsel emeritus, the N.A.A.C.P. Legal Defense Fund

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Corporate Citizens as Critical Institutions of a Healthy Democracy

What are the obligations you believe a company owes to the democracy in which it exists?

Democracy is not the same as partisan politics. Far too many corporate leaders confuse the two. Whatever the partisan interests of individual corporate leaders, clients or consumers, corporations have an obligation to support the infrastructure that maintains the health of our democracy. This means support for core values: the rule of law, free and fair elections, the peaceful transfer of power, equal justice, and protection against state-sanctioned seizures and violence against citizens.

Walter Isaacson: Author

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: A.I. and the Data

How can one best protect their intellectual property being used against their wishes for A.I. systems?

In order to be accurate and reliable, A.I. systems will depend on training data that are accurate and reliable. Much of this information is produced by reporters, writers, publishing houses and publications that create this content. These media producers got cut out of a lot of the revenue that flowed to search engines beginning in the 1990s. In order to encourage the creation of high-quality content in the future, media companies and writers need to find ways -- both legal and technological -- to require a revenue share when their content is used as A.I. training data. That is why I have become involved with two companies working on this issue: Created By Humans and ProRata.AI.

Neal Katyal: Former U.S. acting solicitor general

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Future of the Supreme Court, the Rule of Law and the War on "Woke"

Is it realistic to expect the legislative branch to take a more muscular role in the absence of the federal courts? Is this a fair expectation?

At the time of writing, it looks like all the political branches -- the House and Senate along with the presidency -- are going to be under one-party control. History teaches that one-party government is often destructive to the nation's interests, so let us hope that elected officials vote for good policy, not for the good of any particular political party.

Karlie Kloss: Entrepreneur and founder, Kode With Klossy

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Gender Equity in STEM: Progress, Setbacks and the Road Ahead

As there are currently more women in college than men, is there the same sense of urgency as there once was? Where are you directing your efforts today?

While we've made incredible progress in total college enrollment, we have to look at what fields and demographics are not captured by these figures. Despite greater gender equity across majors, women constitute just 35 percent of the STEM work force. And although the tech industry has ballooned in the past 10 years, the percentage of women in computer science roles has remained at just 25 percent. These numbers are much lower for Black, Latina and Indigenous women. Kode With Klossy continues to feel a sense of urgency in our mission as we work toward true gender equity in STEM.

David Miliband: President and C.E.O., the International Rescue Committee

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Previewing the International Rescue Committee's 2025 Emergency Watchlist and How Tech Is Innovating to Help the World's Most Vulnerable

What are the most promising areas of humanitarian response where A.I. innovations can make a substantial difference? Are there barriers to those in poverty being able to utilize these advances?

As global risks mount and geopolitics fragments, the worst off are left further behind. Many say we live in a flammable world -- and in the I.R.C.'s 2025 Emergency Watchlist, which has guided the I.R.C.'s emergency preparedness efforts for over a decade, we have the proof. While the challenges in Watchlist countries are complex, I.R.C.'s experience shows that there are ways to reach those most in need. Properly and safely leveraged, A.I. can open new frontiers in humanitarian action -- in scale, speed and reach. In 2025, the benefits of the A.I. revolution must accrue to the poorest in the world.

Sara Moonves: Editor in chief, W Magazine

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Print Is Not Dead

What is the new argument for print editions, when convention is pushing toward digital-only products? Why do think W is finding success this way?

After years of consuming virtually everything on our screens, a magazine feels like a luxury product. W has always celebrated fashion, art, film and photography on glossy oversized pages; by focusing on long, meaningful stories and photo portfolios, we stand apart from the disjointed, blink-and-you-missed-it content of the digital world. We approach each of our six volumes as a keepsake for our readers, curated to stand the test of time. This approach resonates with our business partners, who still want to see their advertisements in print; in fact, we often hear from them that print feels more special than ever.

Hartmut Neven: Founder and lead, Google Quantum AI

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Quantum Leaps

What do you think are the first few practically useful things we will see as a result of quantum computing? And when will we see them?

We expect the first game-changing applications of quantum computing to be in chemistry, pharmacology and materials science. Quantum computers excel at simulating molecules and their interactions, and will provide computing power for problems that are even beyond supercomputers. Today's early quantum processors are already used for scientific discovery. As quantum computing systems are developed toward fully error-corrected quantum computers, which could take five-plus years to realize, they will be capable of running increasingly complex algorithms for breakthroughs in areas such as medical imaging, battery design or nuclear fusion.

Michael Oren: Former Israeli ambassador to the United States and author

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Future of the Middle East

What do you believe America's fundamental policies toward Iran should be? How should they shift?

Since the advent of the Obama administration in 2009 -- with the exception of the first Trump administration -- America has sought rapprochement with Iran. The policy was based on the belief that, if treated with respect and sufficiently incentivized, Iran would become a responsible regional power. The opposite happened. Iran expanded its regional influence, enhanced its support for terror and enabled the current Middle East war. The United States must recognize this reality and move from a policy of reconciliation with Iran to one of confrontation and deterrence. Full backing must be given to America's allies in the region and a credible American military option returned to the table.

Ai-jen Poo: President, the National Domestic Workers Alliance

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Take Good Care

What are the keys to unlocking affordable care while also providing living wages to caregivers?

The key to unlocking affordable care and living wages for caregivers is to treat it like other essential infrastructure. Some of us need a bridge to get to work, others need care. The government should build care infrastructure by extending Medicare to cover home care, investing in Medicaid home and community based services, and tying funding to wage standards for care workers. As boomers age and we all live longer, the United States must catch up to our shared need for care. Rather than leaving individual families to shoulder the rising costs alone, it should be a shared, national priority.

Steve Rattner: Chairman and C.E.O., Willett Advisors

 Drew Angerer/Getty Images


Groundbreaker Topic: The Big Economic Policy Issues Facing the New Administration

What's your assessment of the health of the economy as we head into 2025?

The state of the economy is a two-edged sword. On the one hand, unemployment is steady at a modest 4.1 percent. Growth remains brisk and steady. Inflation has subsided, almost to the Federal Reserve's 2 percent target. Yet 75 percent of Americans rate the economy as "fair" or "poor." What gives? Income inequality continues to rage and for the first time in memory, the American dream -- the notion that each generation will do better than the previous one -- is in jeopardy. Adjusted for inflation, just half of Americans born in 1980 earned more at age 30 than their parents did.

Eric Ripert: Chef and co-owner, Le Bernardin

 Justin J Wee for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: The Relevance, the Challenges and the Future of Fine Dining

What does a restaurant do for you that makes it feel like a truly special experience? Is there a recent example you can share that surprised you?

There is nothing like feeling a genuine warmth and welcome when you first enter a restaurant. For me, this is always the first step that makes the experience memorable. Of course, the quality of the food, the energy and decor is very important too. The other day I went to a new restaurant. They did not have my reservation in the books, though I did have one. A gentleman came over and introduced himself as the owner. He was incredibly warm and very personable and I felt welcomed. But I knew his demeanor was not just because of who I am as a chef; I could tell he would be like that for any guest. He kept checking in on us throughout the night and it felt very authentic. Even though we had a very simple meal, he was able to create a certain magic.

Liev Schreiber: Co-founder, BlueCheck Ukraine, and actor

 Allison Dinner/EPA-EFE, via Shutterstock


Groundbreaker Topic: The People of Ukraine (Still) Need You

What do you say to those who think Ukraine should "just make a deal" with Russia, give up some land and end the war?

Completely separate of the humanitarian crisis in Ukraine is the geopolitical issue of democracy and the rising trend toward autocracy, dictatorships and authoritarianism generally. For me the war in Ukraine has always been a vivid reminder of just how precarious and vulnerable our own democracy is. Does anyone really believe that after acquiring Crimea, Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, Mykolaiv and Zaporizhzhia, Putin is actually going to stop? Is Ukraine enough? If Putin succeeds in Eastern Europe, what are the implications for Western Europe, Asia, Africa, and perhaps more importantly to us in the United States, what are the implications on our own democracy?

Rajiv Shah: President, the Rockefeller Foundation

 Riccardo Savi/Getty Images


Groundbreaker Topic: Energy Transitions as the Common Denominator in Solving Global Crises

How do energy transitions affect poverty?

Research shows that 99 percent of people considered energy poor also experience at least one additional poverty indicator. Especially in the modern digital economy, electricity access determines a person's ability to get a job, start a business, or access education, health care and more. When we change energy, we change lives. We can also change the trajectory of climate change. Because the countries where energy access is lowest could produce as much as 75 percent of emissions by 2050, connecting people in those countries to clean energy is the only way to end poverty and end climate change.

Priscilla Sims Brown: President and C.E.O., Amalgamated Bank

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Closing the Wealth Gap in our Financial Institutions

What is Amalgamated Bank doing that's different to allow people access to credit that wasn't previously available to them?

Small businesses are the backbone of the American economy and fostering entrepreneurship is key to wealth creation and reducing income inequality. While small businesses play a crucial role in local economies, access to capital remains a challenge, especially for minority-owned businesses (approximately 47 percent report unmet financing needs). Amalgamated Bank, founded in 1923 to make a positive impact through banking, believes a key component of bridging the financing gap is re-evaluating credit scoring. By including nontraditional data (rent and utility payments), business owners' credit scores can benefit from the inclusion of additional key indicators of credit worthiness.

Tim Wu: The Julius Silver Professor of Law, Science and Technology, Columbia Law School, and former special assistant to the president for technology and competition policy

 Guerin Blask for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: What to Expect in the Next Administration's Tech Policies

Are you concerned about the wealth-creating capabilities of the A.I. revolution? Why? Should anything be done to address this?

Over history some big inventions -- like the farmer's plow -- created a broad wealth. Others, like the cotton gin, created new wealth but concentrated it -- in that case, in the southern plantation. The benefits of technological growth depend on economic structure. A.I. could go either way. It could spread wealth by empowering startups, small and medium-sized businesses. But it might also reinforce extractive business models by marginalizing actual humans or by giving the tech platforms the power to extract from the rest of the economy. We should try for broader creation of wealth -- for reasons of political stability, if nothing else.

Esther Manheimer: Mayor, Asheville, N.C.

 Kathy Kmonicek/Associated Press


Groundbreaker Topic: Real-Time Assessment of Asheville and Western North Carolina's Recovery from Hurricane Helene

What are the best ways people can support Hurricane Helene's recovery efforts?

The best way to support Asheville and western North Carolina's recovery from Hurricane Helene is through direct contributions. You can make a vital difference by donating to relief funds supporting small businesses and households, such as those listed at WNC Strong. Support our online and e-commerce retailers, buy gift cards for future use, and directly donate to businesses, artists, and nonprofit organizations through the Love Asheville From Afar initiative. Finally, jump-start our economy by visiting W.N.C. We welcome millions of visitors annually, so your patronage of local restaurants and creative venues keeps our work force thriving as we recover.

Suzanne P. Clark: President, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce

 Raquel Cunha/Reuters


Groundbreaker Topic: Business Implications of the New Administration

What are the drivers of economic growth you want to see in the next presidential administration?

We released our Growth and Opportunity Imperative this summer, outlining key policies to achieve 3 percent growth annually. Our plan includes: preventing the expiration of 2017 tax cuts to avoid the largest tax hike in U.S. history; rolling back Biden-era regulations and reducing government overreach; defending trade as a principal driver of growth; harnessing A.I. to drive innovation; adopting an all-of-the-above energy strategy; expanding and upskilling the work force.

These are some of the most important steps we can take to achieve the growth that will help improve people's lives.

Michael C. Bush: C.E.O., Great Place to Work

 Erik Tanner for The New York Times


Groundbreaker Topic: Leadership, Ethics and A.I. Integration in the Modern Workplace

What are the key elements companies can do to build trust with their employees today?

Companies need people leaders who create a high-trust experience for all employees, full stop. The problem is, 62 percent of all people leaders don't want to lead people but they like the perks that come with it. Employees tell us about this every day across all industries, all around the world. If leaders don't want to work on their humility, curiosity, compassion, no problem, but they should be highly paid individual contributors. Benefits and flexibility matter, but people will trade these things for an experience where they feel their people leader has high expectations for them and wants them to succeed at work and in life.
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What Doctors Like Me Know About Americans' Health Care Anger

 Sasha Arutyunova for The New York Times



By Helen Ouyang
Dr. Ouyang is an emergency physician and an associate professor at Columbia University.


Dec 08, 2024 at 11:00 AM

I rushed around the patient as he lay motionless with his eyes closed in the emergency room. He was pale and sweaty, his T-shirt stained with vomit. You didn't have to be a health-care worker to know that he was in a dire state. The beeps on the monitor told me his heart rate was dangerously slow. I told the man that he was going to be admitted to the hospital overnight.

After a pause, he beckoned me closer. His forehead furrowed with concern. I thought he would ask if he was going to be OK or if he needed surgery -- questions I'm comfortable fielding. But instead he asked, "Will my insurance cover my stay?"

This is a question I can't answer with certainty. Patients often believe that since I'm part of the health-care system, I would know. But I don't, not as a doctor -- and not even when I'm a patient myself. In the United States, health insurance is so extraordinarily complicated, with different insurers offering different plans, covering certain things and denying others (sometimes in spite of what they say initially they cover). I could never guarantee anything.

I didn't say all this to the man, though, because I needed him to stay in the hospital and accept inpatient treatment. So instead I hedged. "You're very sick," I told him. "You shouldn't worry about your insurance right now." I should have been able to give him a better answer, under a better system.

The killing of Brian Thompson, the chief executive of UnitedHealthcare, the country's largest health insurer, has reignited people's contempt for their health plans. It's unknown if Mr. Thompson's tragic death was related to health care, and the gleeful responses have been horrifying. But that reaction, even in its objectionable vitriol, matters for how it lays bare Americans' deep-seated anger toward health care. Around the country, anecdotes were unleashed with furor.

Among these grievances is the great unknown of whether a treatment recommended by a doctor will be covered. It's critical for me as a physician to build trust with my patients by giving them clear answers. But the conversations we're seeing now about health care remind me that insurance unknowns don't just compromise the care I can deliver to my patients -- they also undermine the fragile doctor-patient trust. It's an unsustainable dynamic.

Unsurprisingly, despite my platitudes, my patient did worry. Instead of resting on the stretcher, he and his wife began calling his insurance company. To keep him from leaving, I tried to be more persuasive, even though I didn't know what kind of health plan he had: "I'm sure your insurance will pay. I'll document carefully how medically necessary this admission is." I added that social workers and other advocates could also assist in sorting out his insurance once he was admitted. And worst-case scenario, if they couldn't, I crossed my fingers that the hospital's charity care would help.

I said what I could to get him to stay, but I understood why he wanted to be certain. The average cost of a three-day hospital stay is $30,000. He had heard the health insurance horror stories. Maybe he had lived through one himself.

One of my first lessons as a new attending physician in a hospital serving a working-class community was in insurance. I saw my colleagues prescribing suboptimal drugs and thought they weren't practicing evidence-based medicine. In reality, they were doing something better: practicing patient-based medicine. When people said they couldn't afford a medication that their insurance didn't cover, they would prescribe an alternative, even if it wasn't the best available option.

As a young doctor, I struggled with this. Studies show this drug is the most effective treatment, I would say. Of course the insurer will cover it. My more seasoned colleague gently chided me that if I practiced this way, my patients wouldn't fill their prescriptions at all. And he was right.

I've been on the other side of the American health insurance quagmire, too, as a patient. Recently, my primary care physician recommended I undergo additional testing to assess my risk for certain diseases. The patient in me instinctively asked if my insurance covered it, even though I knew she wouldn't know the answer. "They should," she said. "It seems most insurers are paying for it." I recognized her response -- it's the same optimistic but vague one I often give.

When doctors can't give a straight or accurate answer, patients may lose faith in them. What's more, when insurers reject claims, they usually blame the provider -- the medical code used was wrong, the diagnosis wasn't specific enough -- which can further erode the relationship between patients and their doctors.

I saw this happen with my mother. She got her annual flu shot, which is part of her preventive care -- a proactive step we want patients to take -- but her insurance said it wasn't covered because her doctor supposedly used the wrong code. The clinic resubmitted the claim, but it continued to be denied. Each time my mother called her insurance company, an agent blamed her doctor. Eventually, my mother grudgingly returned to her physician for her annual exam, but her relationship with the primary care practice has frayed. She no longer gets her vaccines there.

My one family member with solid insurance is my dog. He got elective surgery recently, and I was astounded by the straightforward nature of his insurance. Once we meet the deductible, everything is simply covered by 80 percent. This is clearly described in a packet I received when I first signed him up. It's an imperfect comparison to insurance for humans -- I pay in full first, then get reimbursed -- but it's incredible to think that insurance for pets and possessions is easier to navigate and more consumer-friendly than insurance for people.

The country is not heading toward a single-payer system, but that doesn't mean we have to continue leaving patients and their doctors in the dark. I loathe the fact that patients can't automatically get the care they need without thinking about costs. But they at least deserve clarity about what's covered before they acquiesce to expensive tests and treatments. Health insurance shouldn't be so opaque, up to the whims of different companies. Coverage shouldn't be so convoluted, mired in rigid codes and obfuscating wording. I should be able to tell my patient in the E.R. if his hospital stay will definitely be paid for. I know exactly how much of my dog's care will be covered; why can't I know the same for my patients?

In the end, my patient in the E.R. decided to go home that day. I reiterated how sick he was. I showed him the results that concerned me, and even tried to tell him that he could possibly die if he left the hospital. But I'm not sure how much he trusted me after my overconfident assurances that his insurance would pay; when he finally got through to an agent, he was told coverage would depend on the specifics of his care.

He couldn't risk a big hospital bill right now, he told me, matter-of-factly. He promised to come back if he felt worse.

Helen Ouyang (@drhelenouyang) is a physician, an associate professor at Columbia University and a contributing writer for The New York Times Magazine. She is also a fellow at the Type Media Center.
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Al-Assad's Fall Has Changed the Future of the Middle East

 Ali Haj Suleiman/Getty Images



By Mona Yacoubian
Ms. Yacoubian is the vice president for the Middle East and North Africa at the U.S. Institute of Peace.


Dec 11, 2024 at 10:03 AM

The collapse of the regime of Bashar al-Assad not only upends decades of Assad family rule in Syria, it also promises to realign power across the Middle East.

The situation on the ground remains highly uncertain, especially around questions of whether the rebels can consolidate control and how they will govern if they do. But as a new reality in Syria sets in, a reordering of regional power dynamics is already taking shape that sharply diminishes Iran's influence and positions Turkey to play a critical role in shaping the future of a post-Assad Syria.

During Syria's nearly 14-year civil war, no fewer than six foreign militaries engaged in the conflict, underscoring the major geostrategic stakes at play. Among them, Iran stands out for its unfettered investment in propping up Mr. al-Assad, reportedly spending billions of dollars to support the regime and mobilizing tens of thousands of proxy militia fighters. For Tehran, Syria was the leading edge of its forward defense strategy, protecting its interests in the region by projecting its power and influence. The fall of Mr. al-Assad undercuts this influence, depriving Tehran of a key Arab ally and cutting the land bridge to its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah. Uprooted from its decades-long strategic posture in Syria, Iran is unlikely to recover from this significant setback for the foreseeable future.

By contrast, Turkey is poised to see its influence expand. Ankara's ties to Hayat Tahrir al-Sham -- the designated terrorist group that led the regime-toppling offensive -- are complicated. Turkey does not openly collaborate with H.T.S. but maintains quiet lines of communication and influence. The country is likely to become a key H.T.S. interlocutor and bridge to the international community, given the group's proscribed nature, which will deepen its influence in Syria, where it already maintains a de facto buffer zone across much of the north. It will almost certainly use this new position to keep Kurdish power in Syria in check, and try to begin to facilitate the return of some three million Syrian refugees, a source of growing internal tension.

Wealthy Gulf monarchies also stand to gain. The fall of Mr. al-Assad, who hailed from the Alawite minority, marks the restoration of Sunni power in the heart of the Middle East and could presage Syria becoming a new Gulf ally. Gulf countries have an opportunity to use their significant resources to finance Syria's reconstruction and help shape the country's trajectory while boosting their vision of regional growth and economic integration. Similarly, Mr. al-Assad's exit could open the way to address threats to regional security emanating from the destabilizing reverberations of Syria's festering conflict, such as drug trafficking, terrorism and arms smuggling. Wary of jihadist extremism, Gulf countries could also seek to temper the more extreme elements within the H.T.S. grouping.

For Israel, Syria's new reality is a mixed blessing. Neutralizing the Iranian and Hezbollah threat in Syria and forestalling Iran's ability to rearm Hezbollah easily in the future are important victories for Israel. But the prospect of a former affiliate of Al Qaeda gaining power in Damascus is unsettling, to say the least, and Israel will look to guard against spillover should Syria undergo a period of heightened chaos. Mindful of these potential threats, Israel is already taking measures to enhance its security: It has deployed troops to the demilitarized buffer zone in the Golan Heights and continues to undertake strikes against strategic targets in Syria, including against a security complex and a government research center in Damascus on Sunday.

In neighboring Lebanon, the tenor of the post-Assad transition will constitute a make-or-break moment, either delivering Lebanon a desperately needed win or plunging the troubled country deeper into crisis. If the transition in Syria proceeds somewhat smoothly, the positive impact on Lebanon could be substantial. Relative calm in Syria would allow the more than one million Syrian refugees living in Lebanon to return, providing the country much-needed space to recover and rebuild in the aftermath of its yearlong conflict with Israel. Eventually, as reconstruction in Syria begins, it could even become a source for jobs and a boost to Lebanon's failing economy. On the other hand, if rebel groups are unable to consolidate control and instead descend into infighting, Lebanon could witness new inflows of refugees that could provoke deeper crisis and even the outbreak of widespread civil violence.

Given Syria's strategic significance, the regime's collapse has implications for global power dynamics. While Russia's post-Assad posture in Syria remains unclear -- specifically whether it will retain control of its strategically important air and naval bases -- the collapse of Russia's Syrian client has dealt a significant blow to Russian influence in the Middle East. Russian strategists once called Syria Russia's first post-Soviet success, yet the resounding defeat of Mr. al-Assad will undoubtedly undermine Russia's prestige in the Middle East and beyond.

For the United States, a post-Assad Syria poses both potential opportunities and challenges. Certainly, the fall of a brutal dictator who was antithetical to U.S. interests in the region and the demise of Iranian and Russian influence marks a major win for the United States. But with a former affiliate of Al Qaeda and designated terrorist group positioned to be the primary power, the United States will face thorny challenges on how to engage and ensure against worst-case outcomes. Whether or not H.T.S. has truly moderated, as it professes, will be central to defining America's options. Meanwhile, a potential ISIS resurgence also looms as a significant threat to U.S. national security.

As the euphoria over Mr. al-Assad's demise gives way to Syria's complex reality, the challenges associated with the country's new power brokers are only starting to emerge. Power vacuums, infighting and threats to Syria's many minorities could provoke renewed chaos and violence. Yet Syria could also transform its nightmare into a nascent and inclusive state that reflects the diversity of its mosaic of religious sects and ethnic groups.

Either way, the fall of Mr. al-Assad and the emergence of a new Syria will unleash new power dynamics across the region, creating winners and losers who will define the contours of the emerging order in the Middle East.

Mona Yacoubian is the vice president for the Middle East and North Africa at the U.S. Institute of Peace. @myacoubian
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mara gay


Helping Students Find Their Way to College

 Lucy Jones



By Mara Gay
Ms. Gay is a member of the editorial board.


Dec 02, 2024 at 11:45 AM


Nomar Leonardo Melo Cabral was weeks into his first semester in college when an unexpected bill from Stony Brook University arrived in his inbox.

Mr. Melo Cabral, 19, is the first in his family to attend college in the United States, and he was tempted to panic. Instead, he called on a resource many young people in his position don't have: an advocate from OneGoal New York, a mentorship program that has been working with him since high school. "I was thinking, 'I have a bill. It's all over,'" he recalled. An adviser from OneGoal helped him resolve the issue with the college so he could focus again on his classes. "I realized, 'I have someone to help me,'" he said.

He is one of 15,000 students across the country enrolled in OneGoal, a Chicago-based nonprofit group that helps students from low-income backgrounds prepare for college and navigate an admissions process that is stressful for even the wealthiest families in the United States.

After the Supreme Court's decision last year to ban affirmative action in college admissions, OneGoal is an especially timely and vital balm. A vast majority of OneGoal students are eligible for free or reduced lunch; 94 percent identify as a member of a racial minority group. Americans who are committed to fairness and equity and who want to help such students will have to find creative ways of doing so.

That's one reason The New York Times Communities Fund supports OneGoal.

The OneGoal program begins in the junior year of high school. Students form a cohort within their existing high school and together receive intensive college advising, from help with personal essays to the byzantine process of applying for financial aid. OneGoal also tries to build the confidence of its students, who often attend overburdened schools.


"They were busy with a bunch of other kids," Mr. Melo Cabral told me of the guidance counselors at his high school, in the Williamsburg neighborhood of Brooklyn. He said he was able to use what he learned to help classmates who weren't in the program apply for college. And he said OneGoal provided critical help in applying for financial aid, a process his parents were struggling to navigate. "They didn't understand financial aid or how the loan system worked," he said of his parents. "I had to help them understand it."

Given the enormous barriers to attending college, it's not surprising that nearly 90 percent of students from wealthy families do so, while only half of students from low-income families do. OneGoal is aimed at closing this gap. Giving students from low-income families a fighting chance to attend college is a matter of fairness. But it's also a way to strengthen the middle class, which is essential to American democracy.

Since 2007, over 30,000 students have been directly served by OneGoal, and tens of thousands more have been helped through local school districts that have adopted the program. With your support, this worthy nonprofit can do even more.

Source photograph by H. Armstrong Roberts/ClassicStock, via Getty Images.

You can learn more about the beneficiary organizations and donate at nytcommunitiesfund.org. To donate by check, please make your check payable to New York Times Communities Fund, and send to P.O. Box 5193, New York, N.Y. 10087.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow the New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp, X and Threads.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/02/opinion/communities-fund-one-goal.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Charles M. Blow


New Friends After 50? Yes, Please!

 Naomieh Jovin



By Charles M. Blow
Opinion Columnist


Dec 12, 2024 at 12:00 AM

For many years I followed a no-new-friends ethos, one that became cemented in popular culture with the 2013 release of the track "No New Friends" by DJ Khaled, featuring Drake, Rick Ross and Lil Wayne.

The logic holds that only established friendships are true and trusted, because they have endured, and since they have endured, there is no space or utility for new friends.

But under even the mildest scrutiny, this reasoning crumbles. All friends were new at some point. What a no-new-friends policy truly points to is a rising risk aversion as we age that can, in the end, be socially crippling.

I've come to better appreciate that there are stages and levels of friendships, that they exist as a dynamic constellation -- some people spinning into it and others out, some closer to you and others farther away -- all holding their own value in your life and you in theirs.

This idea of an ever-evolving web of connections I once thought of as chaotic, but now I'm exhilarated by the churn and renewal.

I don't believe this requires the suspension of discernment or an embrace of recklessness. Instead, it requires that we regard our emotional boundaries as more picket fence than stone wall.

We must continuously allow people into our lives, with caution and care, of course, but in nonetheless.

We must also learn to let them out. We must allow dimming friendships to sunset, and do so without acrimony, treasuring the fact that they existed in our lives at all and remembering with fondness the times shared.

Two things helped me to clarify my idea of friendship, both related to aging.

One was my mother's relaxing relationship to friendship as she has aged. Now in her 80s, she has become friends with people whom she once kept at a distance. Their minor disagreements and petty animosities have melted away. They are the survivors, those whom life has chosen and wisdom rewarded. They know what matters in the end: human connection.

The other was moving to Atlanta just before I turned 50. In my decades in New York, I had settled into what felt like a natural pattern: treating the friends I first met in the city as my only true friends and severely restricting new friendships, even as some old friends drifted away.

When I moved, that pattern was disrupted. I was thrown into newness, an unfamiliar social ecosystem in which most people were new to me. Suddenly, the idea of being open to new friendships felt both prudent and normal.

When we are young, we are encouraged to make fast friends, to be open and unguarded. But somewhere along the way we lose that openness, having been burned by betrayal, wanting to limit pain and disappointment.

However, I now think of our openness to new friendships existing as an inverted bell curve: very open when we are young, less open when we become adults and more open again as we grow older.

For as long as the world feels vast and ever expanding, there is no pressing need to replenish or refresh our pool of friends. But as we move into our latter years and friends begin to fall away -- they relocate, they die, they transition into phases of their own lives that leave little room for us -- our resistance to new friends starts to feel silly and shallow.

That is where I now find myself.

And this is particularly important to me since the surgeon general last year declared loneliness an epidemic in this country with particularly deleterious effects: "The mortality impact of being socially disconnected is similar to that caused by smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day, and even greater than that associated with obesity and physical inactivity."

Furthermore, a 2020 study, noting that "having friends in old age is linked to higher levels of happiness and life satisfaction," found that for those 65 and older, "encounters with friends" throughout the day were more pleasant and "were associated with fewer discussions about stressful experiences," compared with encounters with romantic partners or family members.

Of course, opening oneself up to new friends at any age is not without risk, but it's risk worth taking. There is no love without risk, and no true courage without it, either.

One measure of love is to allow another to bypass our defenses, to get close enough to hurt us, to receive them with tenderness and trust, to expose to them the soft, vulnerable place under our wings.

That is where the danger lurks, but accepting the possibility of injury as a consequence of endearment is what marks us as being fully alive.

No heart that has truly loved survives the journey unscarred.

I first read Kahlil Gibran's "On Love" when I was a college student interning at The New York Times, and his words have stuck with me ever since, particularly his admonition that pain is a part of love, that "even as love crowns you so shall he / crucify you," and therefore part of the desire in loving is "To know the pain of too much tenderness. / To be wounded by your own understanding of love; / And to bleed willingly and joyfully."

Friendship is its own kind of love, what the ancient Greeks called "philia," and must be regarded and managed as such.

So now, if the question is whether I want to make new friends in my 50s, the answer comes without hesitation: Yes, please!
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Reflections on Motherhood, Careers and Identity

Dec 11, 2024 at 03:56 PM


 Lindley Warren Mickunas


To the Editor:

Re "What I Wish Someone Had Told Me About Motherhood," by Daniela J. Lamas (Opinion guest essay, Nov. 29):

I had my first baby when I was in law school. I thought my career was the end-all-be-all. I defined the word feminism as the ability to have a high-prestige career.

Then I had a baby, and my idea of feminism became so much larger and nuanced. Being a mother became the biggest privilege in my life. Watching my baby learn about the world and acquire language became the biggest miracle I have ever witnessed.

I feel as though my understanding of feminism now aligns with the experience of being a woman. Having children let me see the complexity. I don't think that women should be forced to have children because to do it right is frequently a thankless job. It is truly a labor of love.

Having children shouldn't be a requirement of being a woman. But the potential to have children defines womanhood and results in many decisions and shuts many pathways for women -- whether a woman wants or even can have children. The potential of motherhood affects in myriad ways, large and small, every individual who identifies as female.

I will never for a minute regret becoming a mom. Never, not even after losing my youngest child. I revel in motherhood, but this isn't the identity that should define me for my entire life.

I hope my girls are blessed with motherhood. Still, it is not the identity that should control their professional opportunities and decisions as they enter adulthood.

Tracy Koral
Andover, Mass.

To the Editor:

I too was fascinated by my son even though I hadn't seen how a baby would fit into my life as a budding writer. But Daniela J. Lamas argues that the children vs. career and identity decision is especially challenging for women of her generation.

No question, it's not easy, but it's been difficult at least back to my own baby boomer generation, with the twist that the idea of women having fulfilling careers was not even universally accepted then.

It may be natural for each generation to believe that its experience is unique -- we boomers believed we invented sex (sorry, humankind!) -- but perhaps there's value in knowing that we all, on some level, share a common story.

Carol Weeg
Bayonne, N.J.

Viewing Andy Griffith's Mayberry Today

 Doug Mills/The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "What if Trump's Second Term Gets Really Bad?" (Opinion, Dec. 1):

I watched an episode of "The Andy Griffith Show" last week, having turned to the show more often since the election. After a day of being assaulted by the incoming administration's intended plans, Mayberry has never seemed more appealing.

Originally telecast on March 4, 1963, "Andy Discovers America" centers on Andy's son, Opie, learning the importance of our country's origin story. As a retired teacher, I relate to Helen Crump's passion for instilling the value of her lessons, and her frustration when the boys admit they haven't done their homework and don't care.

Andy saves the day with a class discussion of how this country got started that is homespun, embellished, gripping. Later, when Miss Crump asks her students if the Pledge of Allegiance means anything to them, she is delighted by Opie and his friends' newfound unbridled enthusiasm for our history. I was brought to tears, accompanying the sickening thud I've felt since Donald Trump was elected again.

Was our country flawed in 1963? Deeply. But we could rely, even as children, on the assurance that our government was in place, democracy without question would endure, and grown-ups in charge would protect us.

If life in Mayberry seems simple, perhaps we should ask more simple questions, beginning with "What will it take for the Pledge of Allegiance to mean anything again?"

Diane Corley
Summit, N.J.

Trump's Loyalty Test

Charlie Kirk, the right-wing activist and pro-MAGA podcaster, is among those conducting the loyalty tests during candidate interviews. Doug Mills/The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "Test of Loyalty for Applicants to Trump Jobs" (front page, Dec. 9):

For anyone who has paid attention or even cared about the character of our next president, it is not surprising that President-elect Donald Trump wants to fill the Pentagon and intelligence agencies with those willing to defend the two biggest lies out of the thousands he has told: that the 2020 election was stolen and that Jan. 6 was a "day of love."

Attempting to enforce loyalty to Mr. Trump in the intelligence community sounds like a contradiction in terms.

Mr. Trump's ego will always get in the way of everything, including his ability to govern in a manner befitting a president who has the interests of the people in mind. His dishonesty, fragile ego and love of self are so overwhelming that they make his judgment, empathy and ethics completely nonexistent. He will always be the victim.

The incoming White House press secretary can declare that Mr. Trump "will continue to appoint highly qualified men and women," but the reality is that the nation is wondering when he will start doing just that.

Patricia Weller
Emmitsburg, Md.

To the Editor:

Your article about a loyalty test for Trump administration positions apparently reveals that every new appointee will be either dishonest or a fool or both. They must each either lie about their true beliefs or falsely believe that Donald Trump won in 2020 and that there was nothing wrong with what his supporters did on Jan. 6, 2021.

Can the country survive such leadership?

Michael H. Goldhaber
Berkeley, Calif.

Never an Exile

 Illustration by Frank Augugliaro/The New York Times. Photograph by Getty Images.


To the Editor:

Re "Running Away From America Is Not So Easy," by Cara Hoffman (Opinion guest essay, Dec. 7):

Funny thing. I have known for a long time what it seemingly took Ms. Hoffman a lifetime of fleeing the United States to realize.

People across America are good people -- even those who voted for Donald Trump. All one needs to do is engage them to see that they are kind and patriotic good Americans.

It seems that the futility of trying to hide from the ubiquity of America's soft power across the globe is what brought Ms. Hoffman back. Now she knows: We create our own community.

I will never allow an election to force me to abandon my home, nor make me hate my fellow Americans.

William Goldman
Los Angeles

Choosing Charities

The Facebook co-founder Dustin Moskovitz and his wife, Cari Tuna, are among those who have embraced the philosophical movement known as effective altruism. Horacio Villalobos/Corbis, via Getty Images


To the Editor:

Re "What if Charitable Giving Shouldn't Be Optimized?" (Sunday Business, Dec. 8):

Emma Goldberg writes about the idea that "magnificent giving" is a useful counterweight to effective altruism as a charitable philosophy. Nature conservancies, cultural centers and places of worship "lend life its texture and color, and not just bare bones existence," Ms. Goldberg writes.

The value of these organizations to civic life is undoubtedly hard to measure. And I agree they give life meaning.

But we live in a world in which more than 440,000 children die annually from diarrhea. Malaria kills half a million more.

Insufficient funding for global health priorities ensures that millions are not guaranteed a "bare bones existence," let alone "texture and color."

"Magnificence" is a worthy goal, but only after the survival of the world's poor is all but guaranteed.

Until then, I'll be forgoing museums for malaria nets.

Wilson King
Berkeley, Calif.
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How Romania's Fascist and Communist Pasts Haunt Its Politics

An ultranationalist politician's surge shows how many people would rather forget the country's fascist past, experts say.

A woman holding a flag of the antisemitic Legionary Movement during a commemoration for its founder last month in a forest near Bucharest, Romania. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times



By Andrew Higgins
Reporting from Bucharest, Romania


Dec 11, 2024 at 05:01 AM

It seemed a slam dunk: a proposal to rename an avenue running through the center of Romania's capital that honored a World War II fascist functionary convicted of war crimes.

Diana Mardarovici, the Bucharest city councilor who had proposed changing the street's name, figured nobody at City Hall would object to removing a tribute to someone who had been involved in confiscating money, jewels and property from Jews and in other crimes for Romania's Nazi-aligned government.

"I thought this would be peanuts, a piece of cake," Ms. Mardarovici recalled. "Surely, I thought, we all agree that Nazis are bad." Her proposal last year never even made it to a council vote.

"My colleagues on the City Council are not Nazis. My colleagues don't hate Jews," she said. "But they feel that admitting past crimes by people they see as heroes takes away from their national identity."

The episode was one of several abortive efforts in recent years to banish street names, statues and other honors accorded to Romanian fascists of the 1930s and 1940s, some of whom were the country's best-known writers and intellectuals, celebrated for developing Romanian culture and opposing communism.

Mircea Vulcanescu, whose name Ms. Mardarovici wanted to remove from the street, was a philosopher, sociologist and economist who, though convicted of war crimes after World War II, is still widely lauded as a luminary of Romanian culture.

A sign, top left, for Mircea Vulcanescu Street in Bucharest, which is named after a war criminal who played an important role in developing Romania's identity. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


Some of the people honored have been purged, but the survival of others, Ms. Mardarovici said, helps explain how an ultranationalist, Calin Georgescu, managed to rally so much support in a bid to become Romania's president. He had been well positioned to win a runoff vote last Sunday -- until the constitutional court, citing various irregularities, called it off.

A date for a new election has yet to be set by a new government following parliamentary elections on Dec. 1. A little-known independent, Mr. Georgescu won the first round on Nov. 24 by tapping into deep seams of resentment against foreigners, domestic elites, minorities and those seen as tarnishing Romania's past.

The surprising cancellation of the second round derailed Mr. Georgescu's surging campaign but left untouched the forces that had propelled it.

Ms. Mardarovici said she was "relieved" the court had upended Mr. Georgescu's presidential campaign, which mixed leftist diatribes against exploitation by foreign corporations with admiring words for past Romanian fascists.

But, she added: "This will definitely not address our underlying problem."

Nor will an announcement on Wednesday by mainstream pro-European parties that they would form a new coalition government and, in an effort to prevent a comeback by Mr. Georgescu, support a single candidate for the presidency when the aborted election is redone.

"We are going through an identity crisis as a country," Ms. Mardarovici said.

Diana Mardarovici, a Bucharest councilor, at the office of the National Liberal Party this month in Bucharest. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


Ruled by the Roman, Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, the lands that now form Romania became a fully independent state only in 1877, and have been tormented since by what Liviu Rotman, a history professor at the National School for Political Science and Public Administration in Bucharest, called a "siege complex."

Romanians, encircled by the Slavic peoples of Bulgaria, Serbia and Ukraine, have often felt beleaguered. Nationalists have long argued that Romanians arrived in the region long before the Slavs or Hungarians, the country's biggest minority, tracing their origins back more than two millenniums. That has led many Romanians to overlook the unsavory aspects, or crimes, of those contributing to a distinct national culture.

After the 1989 collapse of communism, punishment meted out against Mr. Vulcanescu and other wartime criminals by the communist regime gave them an "aura as heroes," said Alexandru Florian, head of the Elie Wiesel National Institute for the Study of the Holocaust in Romania.

Street names celebrating communists were changed to honor people like Mr. Vulcanescu as Romania looked to the past to assert its national identity.

Mr. Vulcanescu, who died in a communist-era prison in 1952, is remembered now not as an agent of the Holocaust but as a leading intellectual from the 1930s, a period when many prominent Romanian thinkers embraced extreme nationalism suffused with religious faith. They saw themselves as defending their country against communism and hostile foreign forces working with domestic minorities.

"Romanian intellectuals were all nationalists, and the whole culture became impregnated with their ideas," Professor Rotman said.

"Romanian intellectuals were all nationalists, and the whole culture became impregnated with their ideas," said history professor Liviu Rotman. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


"Cultivated amnesia," he said, has largely erased memories of where those ideas led during World War II, when Romania allied with Hitler's Germany. A 2004 report by a commission led by the Romanian-born, Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel estimated that 280,000 to 380,000 Jews died in Romania and areas under its control during the war.

That amnesia left many people easily "seduced" by Mr. Georgescu, Professor Rotman said.

Unlike other prominent and often raucous nationalists in Romania, Mr. Georgescu, a multilingual former agronomist, presented himself as a sober-minded spokesman for ordinary people rooted in the land and the values of the Orthodox Church.

"Georgescu is not a noisy, vulgar politician, but can actually convince people," said Oliver Jens Schmitt, a history professor at the University of Vienna. Mr. Schmitt is also the author of a biography of Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, the founder of Romania's antisemitic Legionary Movement in the 1930s and its paramilitary wing, the Iron Guard.

Mr. Georgescu, Mr. Schmitt said, "is an indicator of the extent to which Legionary propaganda has slowly penetrated the Romanian mainstream."

Mr. Georgescu, speaking recently on Romanian TV, dismissed reports of his supporting the Legionary cause as "fake."

Antifascist demonstrators during a protest this month in Bucharest. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


But past statements by Mr. Georgescu dug up by Romanian media outlets after his shock first-round victory show the candidate praising the Legionary Movement and mimicking speeches of Ion Antonescu, Romania's fascist leader during World War II.

Public celebration of the Legionary movement is banned. A series of laws and decrees since the early 2000s have made it illegal to honor convicted war criminals or promote hatred against minorities. Teaching about the Holocaust has been mandatory in state schools since last year.

But that did not stop several dozen extreme nationalists from gathering on Nov. 30 in a forest outside Bucharest to commemorate the anniversary of the 1938 death of the movement's founder, Mr. Codreanu.

One of those attending, a 20-year-old university student who gave only his first name, Alexandru, said he had broken up with his girlfriend since she had participated in an antifascist protest. "Why is it bad to be called a Nazi?" he wondered. Prosecutors last week opened a criminal investigation into the forest commemoration.

Mr. Georgescu, the ultranationalist running for president, has stayed clear of such events. But he has expressed admiration for Mr. Codreanu, describing in 2020 his Legionary movement as "the strongest essence and expression of the health and free will of the Romanian people."

Pins for sale, including some featuring Mr. Codreanu, during the event celebrating him last month. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


Many countries in Central and Eastern Europe, where fascist terror before and during World II gave way to communist tyranny after 1945, have rallied to defend war criminals as patriots because they opposed communism.

Ukraine honors Stepan Bandera, a nationalist responsible for the slaughter of Jews and Poles. Latvia has a remembrance day for members of the Latvia Legion, an arm of the Nazi German Waffen-SS. Many Hungarians revere their own wartime leader, Adm. Miklos Horthy, an ally of Hitler.

In Romania, while postwar communist leaders, particularly Nicolae Ceausescu, paid lip service to the fight against fascism, they also embraced an ethnic nationalism with often fascist overtones.

Among other things, Mr. Ceausescu persecuted Hungarians in pursuit of "Romanization" and quietly supported the rehabilitation of the wartime fascist leader, Antonescu, who was executed in 1946.

Andrei Ursu, the author of books about Mr. Ceausescu's security service, said Romania's communist police and intelligence agencies were filled with hard-line nationalists. After the collapse of communism in a bloody revolution in 1989, he said, they promoted the political careers of rabid anti-Semites and xenophobes. That helped open the way for Mr. Georgescu's candidacy for president, he said..

A mural depicting Ion Antonescu, left, Romania's fascist leader during World War II, along with Orthodox clergy, this month on the wall of a church in Bucharest. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


Also making a historical reckoning difficult in Romania is the fact that extreme nationalism entered the intellectual mainstream.

Several of the most celebrated writers from what is viewed as a golden age of Romanian literature between the last century's two great wars, including Emil Cioran and Mircea Eliade, were once enthusiastic fascists.

"You can't cancel them. They are too important. If we cancel all the fascists, we will be left with Nadia Comaneci," the gymnast, "and Dracula," said Liviu Ornea, a Jewish writer and mathematics professor at the University of Bucharest.

In October, Mr. Florian, the director of the Holocaust institute, felt cheered when a court ordered Bucharest's government to change the street name honoring Mr. Vulcanescu in response to a suit filed by his institute.

Then, after Mr. Georgescu won the opening round of the presidential election, City Hall this month responded to the ruling: It will appeal in the hope of keeping the fascist's name.

A bust of Mircea Vulcanescu, a convicted war criminal, this month in Bucharest. Andreea Campeanu for The New York Times


Matei Barbulescu contributed reporting from Bucharest.
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South Korea's President Is Still in Office. This Man Intends to Push Him Out.

Lee Jae-myung, the main opposition leader, is leading efforts to impeach President Yoon Suk Yeol over his declaration of martial law. He could also be the next president.

Lee Jae-myung, the leader of the opposition party, at his Democratic Party's meeting room in the National Assembly in Seoul on Monday. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times



By Choe Sang-Hun
Reporting from Seoul


Dec 10, 2024 at 10:03 AM

Shortly after his political nemesis, President Yoon Suk Yeol, declared martial law last Tuesday, Lee Jae-myung began livestreaming from his cellphone. While driving to the National assembly, the leader of South Korea's main opposition party appealed to Koreans to rush to the assembly and hold back soldiers trying to seize the Parliament.

"You must protect the assembly, the last line of defense for our democracy," Mr. Lee said repeatedly -- in a watershed moment for South Korean democracy and for his own political career. Mr. Lee's exhortation, relayed by YouTubers, helped attract crowds who slowed down the advance of troops and bought time for lawmakers to vote down Mr. Yoon's martial law  decree, forcing the president to withdraw it after just six hours  .

Mr. Lee, who has been fighting legal charges that he says are politically motivated, now finds himself in a stronger political position than ever. His party holds the majority in the assembly and he represents what most South Koreans want: Mr. Yoon removed from office. Polls show he is most favored to win if a presidential election is held now.

Video: 


With political turmoil still roiling around him, Mr. Lee looked calm and in control this week -- and determined to oust Mr. Yoon quickly. But his party's first attempt to impeach Mr. Yoon failed on Saturday, when the president's party boycotted the parliamentary vote. Mr. Lee's Democratic Party plans to organize an impeachment vote every Saturday.

"We will keep doing this until he is impeached," Mr. Lee said in an interview at his assembly  office on Monday. "More people are joining in the struggle with growing fervor. We will try to get this done by Christmas."

Mr. Yoon has been barely seen since his martial law collapsed .  Prosecutors are investigating whether Mr. Yoon committed insurrection -- a crime punishable by death or life imprisonment -- when he sent troops into the assembly. The Justice Ministry has barred  him from leaving the country, raising the possibility that he could become the first South Korean president to be arrested while in office. But there is confusion over who will run the government if he were to be jailed.  

South Korean soldiers trying get into the National Assembly on Dec. 4 in Seoul. Chung Sung-Jun/Getty Images


Mr. Yoon's abrupt and baffling decision to put his country under military rule for the first time in 45 years was driven, in a way, by the country's increasingly polarized politics: He both despises and fears Mr. Lee and his progressive opposition, which  has dominated the assembly  throughout his term. South Korean politics have long been fractured, but the clash for power  between Mr. Lee  and Mr. Yoon  has been magnified by their differences.

Mr. Lee, whose parents made a living cleaning public toilets, was a teenage sweatshop worker before becoming a human rights lawyer, civic activist and politician who spoke for  the poor.  But his detractors called him a "populist."

Mr. Yoon is the son of a college professor, attended an elite university and became a star prosecutor  who helped imprison two former presidents. As leader, he pushed for business-friendly policies  while his critics called him out of touch  with ordinary people. 

Mr. Lee's speech sounds practiced and methodical. Mr. Yoon tends to ramble and brag.

Mr. Lee, spoke with The Times on Monday, at the National Assembly. The poster behind him reads: "Opposition to impeachment is insurrection. Impeach Yoon Suk Yeol!" Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


In the 2022  election, Mr. Yoon beat Mr. Lee by a razor-thin margin . His government has since hounded Mr. Lee with a series of  corruption and other criminal  charges. Mr. Lee contests them, calling Mr. Yoon's government a "dictatorship by prosecutors."

Mr. Lee won his second great contest against Mr. Yoon when his party won a landslide victory over the president's People Power Party in parliamentary elections in April. His Democratic Party used its majority power to block bills and budget plans by Mr. Yoon's government and to try and impeach  many of Mr. Yoon's political appointees.  

As Mr. Yoon's popularity tumbled amid policy blunders and scandals involving his wife, Mr. Yoon declared martial law to end the opposition's "legislative dictatorship." But it proved his worst -- and irreparable --  mistake.

President Yoon Suk Yeol celebrating with party members after the election in 2022 in front of the headquarters of the People Power Party in Seoul. Woohae Cho for The New York Times


"Yoon was angry because he could not have his way, so he tried to become an absolute monarch, a king," Mr. Lee said.

Mr. Yoon's move to declare martial law  showed how emotion-driven and dangerous South Korea's political polarization has become. Mr. Lee  s urvived a stabbing attack by a right-wing extremist in January. But Mr. Lee said Mr. Yoon's martial law revealed more flaws in Mr. Yoon's "impulsive" character than in South Korean democracy.

 "What he did was so preposterous that it made people wonder whether he was in his right mind," Mr. Lee said.

When his wife showed him live footage of Mr. Yoon declaring martial law on Tuesday night, Mr. Lee said he told her it was a "deepfake." Once he realized it was not, he used an online group chat to urge his party members to rush to the assembly. He and other lawmakers climbed over the walls and fences to enter the assembly, while angry citizens tussled with the police and troops.

"I was live on YouTube all the time," Mr. Lee said. "I knew I could be arrested by troops, but I thought people  at least could watch me detained."

Events in recent years have deepened worries about a cycle of political vengeance that has  consumed South Korean politics and presidents.

Older conservative South Koreans who hold pro-Yoon rallies in downtown Seoul call Mr. Lee a communist criminal who must be locked up. Political commentators have blamed both Mr. Yoon and Mr. Lee for intensifying political polarization, citing their inability to reach compromise.

A group of pro-Yoon supporters near the National Assembly in Seoul on Saturday. They opposed his impeachment and called for the arrest of Mr. Lee, leader of the main opposition Democratic Party. Jun Michael Park for The New York Times


Throughout his time in office, Mr. Yoon has barely responded to Mr. Lee's repeated offer to meet, while Mr. Lee's party has used its majority status to stymie Mr. Yoon's policies.

Mr. Lee blamed Mr. Yoon for the toxic political environment, calling himself the "victim" of political revenge exacted by the president.

"I know that the end result of this endless cycle of political vengeance is civil war," he said. "The president has a responsibility to use his power to unify the nation, not as a tool of venting personal emotions or promoting his personal interests."

Mr. Lee said that he would  end the vicious circle if he becomes president.

On Saturday, the opposition needed only eight votes from the governing party to impeach Mr. Yoon or pass a bill calling for a special prosecutor to investigate allegations against the first lady. Mr. Lee's failure to get them was testament to how the country's political gridlock has hardened.

Video: 

Mr. Lee leaving the National Assembly on Saturday night after the impeachment against Mr. Yoon failed.

In the wake of Mr. Yoon's failed martial law, some of the ruling party's senior leaders have resigned. Mr. Lee said the governing camp has been in such disarray that he could not get hold of the party's chairman, Han Dong-hoon, or find out who could speak for the party with authority.  Mr. Yoon's party did not respond to requests for comment.

It has become impossible and too dangerous to try political negotiations anyway, Mr. Lee said, other than to keep persuading ruling party lawmakers that following the party line was taking "a road to treason."

He said Mr. Yoon is desperate to hold on to whatever power is left, while Mr. Han , the governing party chairman, is eager to  expand his own influence.

"They don't trust each other and they fear each other," Mr. Lee said. "They are holding each other's neck with one hand while  brandishing a grenade with the safety pin off on the other."

He said his party was still reaching out to individual lawmakers to get the votes it needs to impeach Mr. Yoon.

"The dam will eventually break," he said . "We will have a bloodless revolution."
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North Korea Says Yoon Has Caused 'Pandemonium' in South Korea

In its first statement about the turmoil over President Yoon Suk Yeol's martial law decree, the North said nothing about how inter-Korean relations might be affected.

Protesters outside the National Assembly in Seoul on Saturday, hours before a bid to impeach President Yoon Suk Yeol failed. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times



By Choe Sang-Hun
Reporting from Seoul


Dec 11, 2024 at 03:00 AM

North Korea made its first public statement on Wednesday about the short-lived declaration of martial law in South Korea last week, with its state media saying that President Yoon Suk Yeol had plunged his country into "pandemonium."

The article gave no indication of how the turmoil in the South might affect relations between the Koreas. Since Mr. Yoon, who has a confrontational policy toward North Korea, took office in 2022, the relationship has reached its lowest point in years.

The North's main government newspaper, the Rodong Sinmun, gave the article relatively little prominence, running it on the sixth page of its Wednesday edition. It summarized Mr. Yoon's failed attempt to seize control of the National Assembly on Dec. 3 by sending in troops, the spread of protests across South Korea and the political uncertainty that has prevailed since then.

"The puppet Yoon Suk Yeol's shocking decision to level his fascist guns and bayonets at his own people has turned the puppet South into pandemonium," the article said.

It also said that the failure of opposition lawmakers' attempt to impeach Mr. Yoon in the National Assembly on Saturday, after Mr. Yoon's People Power Party boycotted the vote, had turned all of South Korea into a "protest scene."

The political vacuum in the South has raised concerns that its government and military could be ill-prepared for any escalation in tensions with Kim Jong-un's regime in the North.

In recent months, North Korea has sent thousands of balloons laden with trash into the South, while South Korea responded with propaganda broadcast over loudspeakers at the border. Mr. Kim has declared that the North is no longer interested in the reunification of the Korean Peninsula, calling the South an enemy that must be subjugated, with nuclear weapons if necessary.

The South Korean opposition plans to try to impeach Mr. Yoon again on Saturday. If he is impeached, he will be immediately suspended from office until the Constitutional Court decides whether to reinstate or formally oust him. If the court removes him, South Korea will hold a national election to select a new leader.

Mr. Yoon, a conservative, has been unpopular since he took office. His removal would improve progressives' chances of returning to power in South Korea. The progressives, like Mr. Yoon's predecessor Moon Jae-in, favor dialogue and reconciliation with the North, while conservatives champion sanctions and pressure. Both camps rely on the United States, the South's military ally, to help defend their country.

South Korea's Constitution allows the president to proclaim martial law in times of "war, armed conflict or similar national emergency," but it also gives the National Assembly the power to override such a decree with a majority vote.

In an interview with The New York Times on Monday, Lee Jae-myung, the leader of the main opposition Democratic Party, said that he and his party had informally discussed what to do if Mr. Yoon were to instigate an armed conflict with North Korea and use it as a pretext to declare martial law. Mr. Lee said that risk would exist as long as Mr. Yoon stayed in power, although Mr. Yoon has said he would never again declare martial law.

The impeachment bill that failed last week, which was hurriedly put together by the opposition parties, accused Mr. Yoon of antagonizing North Korea, China and Russia. It also criticized what it called Mr. Yoon's "strange" policy on Japan. Mr. Yoon's critics have accused him of improving ties with Japan, which once ruled Korea as a colony, at the risk of the nation's pride and its interests.

Mr. Lee, the opposition leader, said that including Mr. Yoon's external policies in the impeachment bill had been a mistake and was not his party's idea. He said that in a revised bill, the reference to Mr. Yoon's foreign policies would be removed.
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How a Feminist Comedy Came to Rule China's Box Office

"Her Story" touches on sensitive topics in China, like censorship and gender inequality. But its humorous, nonconfrontational approach may have helped it pass censors.

Shao Yihui, right, the director of "Her Story," a feminist-themed comedy that has become a box office hit in China, along with members of the cast at a premiere in Beijing. Visual China Group, via Getty Images



By Vivian Wang
Reporting from Beijing


Dec 11, 2024 at 06:21 AM

The movie calls out stigmas against female sexuality and stereotypes about single mothers. It name-drops feminist scholars, features a woman recalling domestic violence and laments Chinese censorship.

This is not some indie film, streamed secretly by viewers circumventing China's internet firewall. It is China's biggest movie right now -- and has even garnered praise from the ruling Communist Party's mouthpiece.

The success of "Her Story," a comedy that topped China's box office for the last three weeks, is in some ways unexpected, at a time when the government has cracked down on feminist activism, encouraged women to embrace marriage and childbearing and severely limited independent speech. 

The film's reception reflects the unpredictable nature of censorship in the country, as well as the growing appetite for female-centered stories. Discussion of women's issues is generally allowed so long as it does not morph into calls for rights. "Her Story," which some have called China's answer to "Barbie," cushions many of its social critiques with jokes.

The director of "Her Story," Shao Yihui, has emphasized at public appearances that she is not interested in provoking "gender antagonism," an accusation that official media has sometimes lobbed against feminists.

At a time of sluggish growth and anemic ticket sales, movie producers -- and perhaps government regulators -- have been eager to attract female audience members, an increasingly important consumer base. Other recent hit movies have also been directed by and starred women, including the year's top box office performer, "YOLO."

Still, "Her Story," the second feature from Ms. Shao, 33, was not expected to reach anywhere near this level of success. It was low-budget and at first released only in a few major cities.

It follows two women who become neighbors in Shanghai: Xiao Ye, a free-spirited but emotionally vulnerable singer, and Wang Tiemei, a no-nonsense former journalist and single mother to 9-year-old Molly. As their friendship develops, the women team up to raise Molly; encourage each other professionally; and laugh at their clueless suitors, who try to outdo each other in quoting feminist theory and declaring their "original sin" of being born male.

The film's main characters are Xiao Ye (right), a free-spirited but emotionally vulnerable singer, and Wang Tiemei, a no-nonsense former journalist and single mother. Maxtimes Pictures


Ticket sales were initially slow, but the women who did watch became fervent evangelists. The film soon became ubiquitous. It now has a 9.1 rating out of 10 on the Chinese film-rating site Douban and has taken in more than $77 million, according to Maoyan, which tracks ticket sales. It is projected to be one of China's top 15 highest-grossing films of the year.

Among young women it has spawned memes, podcast episodes and T-shirts.

Xu Tianyi, a student in the central Chinese city of Luoyang, said she had never seen a movie that directly addressed so many topics women cared about. She cited a scene in which Tiemei is shamed online for writing about her sex life, by people who suggest she's a bad mother.

But the film's heartwarming story made it accessible for people new to feminism too, said Ms. Xu, who counted herself among that group. "This movie is gentle, but it also has a little edge." She and her friends had been quoting lines from the movie to each other. "It shows that feminism is spreading."

The movie has its critics, including some who griped that the men in the movie are portrayed as inept or clownlike. On Hupu, a sports forum popular with male users, the movie has a rating of 4.9. 

But generally, the response has been positive -- even from somewhat unexpected quarters.

A commentary in People's Daily, the Communist Party's mouthpiece, praised the movie's depiction of "humorous and absurd" aspects of daily life. It did not explicitly acknowledge specific women's issues the movie raised, such as domestic violence but it said that directors should, like Ms. Shao, reflect what audiences cared about.

Xiaoning Lu, a scholar of Chinese cinema at the SOAS University of London, said that the authorities often left room for people to vent their frustrations, so long as they didn't cross political lines.

Female-centered storytelling was not inherently anathema to the state, she added, noting that an actress in "Her Story" also recently starred in a television drama about a real-life female principal, a party member, who helps impoverished rural schoolgirls. 

"There are many faces of feminism in China," Dr. Lu said. "It's for the artist or director to find a balance. What is the limit? How much can you push the boundaries?"

Some of the movie's sharpest references were not about feminism, but about censorship  or people using accusations of political disloyalty to settle personal grudges (a classmate of Molly's tries to report her to their teacher when she outperforms him academically). But those scenes were fleeting.

Still, even as the director has been careful to avoid accusations of radicalism, she has defended so-called "extreme feminists." At a question-and-answer session with audience members last month, she said that she simply may not be as brave as others who spoke out more pointedly.

"It's only because of extreme voices that people pay attention," Ms. Shao said. "If everyone's voice was very mild, it's actually similar to having no voice."

Siyi Zhao contributed research.
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Blast in Afghanistan Kills a Taliban Leader, Khalil Haqqani

The government accused the Islamic State of being behind the attack, which struck at the heart of the Taliban's power structure after years of essentially unchallenged dominance.

Khalil Haqqani delivering remarks after Friday Prayer in Kabul in 2021. He was a leading figure in the Taliban's rise to power in 2021. Victor J. Blue for The New York Times
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Dec 11, 2024 at 12:10 PM

An explosion in Afghanistan's capital on Wednesday killed a Taliban official who was a member of one of the country's most powerful political families, government officials said.

The death of the minister, Khalil ur Rahman Haqqani, was the highest-profile killing in Afghanistan since the Taliban's 2021 takeover of the country. It was a strike at the heart of the Taliban's power structure after years of essentially unchallenged dominance, and comes at a moment of strife within the group.

There was no immediate claim of responsibility for the blast. The government blamed an Islamic State affiliate known as ISIS-K, which has been one of the few remaining antagonists to the Taliban.

Mr. Haqqani, the minister of refugees and repatriation, was a senior member of the Haqqani Network, an influential faction within the Taliban. The United States and the United Nations have designated the Haqqani Network as a terrorist organization.

His nephew Sirajuddin Haqqani, the acting interior minister, has led efforts to reshape the Taliban's global image. Since the Taliban's new rise to power, the Haqqanis have appeared eager to reach out to the West for recognition -- to little effect so far.

That effort has at times also seemed at odds with the dictates of the Taliban's supreme leader, Sheikh Haibatullah Akhundzada, who has issued a series of increasingly harsh edicts restricting women's rights and freedoms in Afghanistan, which have been unpopular not only abroad but also at home.

The supreme leader's actions have caused frustration within his own cabinet, as more pragmatic Taliban members argue for a less archaic policy. Chief among them is Sirajuddin Haqqani, who has been relatively outspoken about his desire to see girls go to school past the 6th grade, and for women to return to work in government offices.

Khalil Haqqani was something of an elder statesman in the family, a war hero twice over and the brother of the group's founder, Jalaluddin Haqqani. Though an acting minister in the government, and a special representative of the Taliban's supreme leader, he was not at the core of the family's political power like his nephew.

Still, his killing is a brazen act against the Taliban government, which came to power promising security and peace, and could further inflame the internal tensions. 

Mr. Haqqani was a crucial Taliban fund-raiser, according to the U.S. Treasury. He also led military operations and was an ally in Al Qaeda's operations, according to a report by the United Nations Security Council.

The U.S. Treasury had named Mr. Haqqani a "specially designated global terrorist," and the U.S. government had offered a reward of up to $5 million for information about him.

The ISIS branch, named for the historical region of Khorasan, was founded in 2015 by disaffected members of the Pakistani Taliban. The group captured international attention with a suicide bombing during the U.S. military withdrawal in August 2021. It has since struck at Taliban-controlled Afghanistan multiple times in a bid to destabilize the country's new leadership.

The group has also launched attacks outside Afghanistan, including a massacre at a concert hall in Moscow, seen widely as retribution for Russia's relationship with the Taliban.

The Haqqani Network emerged in Afghanistan's conflict against the Soviet Union, and formed a relationship with Osama bin Laden, the Qaeda leader, according to the U.N. Security Council. The patriarch, Jalaluddin Haqqani, also cultivated relationships in the Saudi and Pakistani intelligence agencies, and built a network of fighters, sustained by a lucrative criminal operation.

Azam Ahmed contributed reporting.
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A Northern Gaza Hospital Lacks Food and Water for Patients, Officials Say

The health ministry in Gaza said dozens of patients are at risk of death because the Indonesian Hospital does not have enough water and food to keep them alive.

The Indonesian Hospital in the northern Gaza Strip after Israeli troops raided it in November 2023. Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images
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Dec 10, 2024 at 10:24 PM

Dozens of wounded patients in a hospital in the northern Gaza Strip are in danger of dying because of a dire absence of basic supplies like food and water, according to local health authorities.

The health ministry in Gaza said in a statement late on Tuesday that 60 wounded people in the Indonesian Hospital in the enclave's north were "at risk of death due to a lack of food and water" exacerbating their conditions. "The humanitarian situation inside the hospital has become extremely dangerous, as the wounded lack basic needs," the ministry said, calling on the international community to intervene "to save the lives of these patients."

The appeal came as the United Nations was marking the 75th anniversary of Human Rights Day, commemorating the date in 1948 when the U.N. General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The war between Israel and Hamas in Gaza had "stained our shared humanity," undermining the "values enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and international law, that have been blatantly disregarded in Gaza for the past 14 months," Philippe Lazzarini, the head of UNRWA, the main U.N. agency for Palestinians, said in a statement about the occasion on Tuesday.

The Israeli military has continued intense airstrikes and operations in northern Gaza while the world's attention had lately turned to the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon and, in recent weeks, to Syrian rebel forces' offensive that led to the fall of the Assad regime on Sunday. Since October, Israel's military has unleashed some of its most devastating attacks yet in northern Gaza in an effort to stamp out what it has called a Hamas resurgence.

A nurse inspects medical supplies at the Indonesian hospital after the main building was repaired and reopened in May. Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


On Monday night, 25 people were killed in an airstrike on a house in Beit Hanoun, a town in northern Gaza, according to Mahmoud Basal, a spokesman for the Palestinian Civil Defense emergency service. The Israeli military did not immediately respond to requests for comment on that strike. It has called on civilians to evacuate much of northern Gaza, but after being repeatedly displaced for more than a year, many have nowhere to go and some have stayed put.

Since the renewed Israeli offensive in northern Gaza began, the United Nations has repeatedly warned of catastrophic living conditions and the risk of famine for some 400,000 civilians there. The U.N. and humanitarian groups have said the dearth stems from Israel's closing aid crossings and blocking the movement of aid on the ground while Israeli authorities have denied limiting aid entry, blaming aid groups for failing to distribute supplies.

The United States in October issued a warning to Israel to let more aid in or face a possible cutoff in military assistance after aid shipments into Gaza in September had reached their lowest level since the early months of the war. There was a subsequent uptick in supplies entering the enclave reported last month, though Israel was still letting significantly less food and supplies into the territory than in the months before the warning, according to its own figures.

COGAT, the Israeli government agency that coordinates aid entry into Gaza, did not immediately respond to a request for comment on the humanitarian situation in northern Gaza and at the Indonesian Hospital. In its latest update on supplies that had entered Gaza on Monday, COGAT said that more than 200 humanitarian aid trucks had crossed into the enclave.
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Trump's Admiration for Royals Could Make Them a Potent Diplomatic Tool

A meeting between President-elect Donald J. Trump and Prince William showed Britain's hope that the Windsors could help safeguard relations with Washington.

President-elect Donald J. Trump and Prince William met in Paris after a Notre-Dame reopening ceremony on Saturday. Mr. Trump said, "I had a great talk with the prince," whom he described as "really, very handsome." Oleg Nikishin/Getty Images
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Dec 11, 2024 at 10:09 AM

When President Donald J. Trump visited Britain in 2019, British officials arranged for him to have afternoon tea with Charles, then the Prince of Wales, at his London residence, Clarence House. The thinking among British diplomats was that the 70-something heir to the throne would be a good partner for the 70-something heir to a real estate fortune.

It was not clear that Mr. Trump, now 78, and Charles, now 76, had much in common, beyond age and inherited wealth.

But the British were on to something in trying to deepen the personal ties between Mr. Trump and the royal family. He already regarded Queen Elizabeth II, the king's mother, with a reverence bordering on awe. His visit to Buckingham Palace ranked as one of the highlights of his first term.

With the Trump restoration imminent and the British government now led by a left-of-center prime minister, Keir Starmer, who could find himself politically at odds with Mr. Trump, the crown may end up being a useful weapon in Britain's campaign to keep the president-elect's affections.

On Saturday, Mr. Trump forged ties to the next generation, meeting Prince William, the 42-year-old son of King Charles III, after both attended the reopening of Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris. His comments afterward left little doubt that Mr. Trump savors his exposure to royals of any age.

"I had a great talk with the prince," Mr. Trump told The New York Post. "He's a good-looking guy," the president-elect went on. "He looked really, very handsome last night. Some people look better in person? He looked great. He looked really nice, and I told him that."

Mr. Trump at Buckingham Palace in 2019. Britain may try to use "the monarchy strategically to maintain as warm relations as possible" with the United States, said Ed Owens, a royal historian. Doug Mills/The New York Times


Beyond the gushing tone, Mr. Trump raised the eyebrows of royal watchers when he appeared to share details about the health of William's father and his wife, Catherine, Princess of Wales, both of whom were diagnosed with cancer this year.

Mr. Trump passed along William's assurance that Catherine was "doing well," but added, "I asked him about his father and his father is fighting very hard, and he loves his father and he loves his wife, so it was sad."

Some interpreted his reference to the king as ominous, while others brushed it off as an innocent case of oversharing by Mr. Trump. Buckingham Palace and Kensington Palace, where William has his office, declined to comment on the remarks or on the health of Charles.

Either way, Mr. Trump's affection for the Windsors is palpable. Diplomats and historians said they could imagine Charles being an emollient presence if Mr. Starmer proceeds with his plan to draw Britain closer to the European Union -- something Mr. Trump vehemently discouraged in his first term.

"Britain's relationship could become much more strained with the United States," said Ed Owens, a royal historian. "You could see them using the monarchy strategically to maintain as warm relations as possible while continuing the process of rehabilitating the relationship with Europe."

Although the king studiously avoids politics, Charles has a long-established interest in subjects like the environment. In arranging the afternoon tea in 2019, which included Mr. Trump's wife, Melania Trump, and Charles's wife, Camilla, officials said they hoped Charles might gently broach the subject of climate change, on which he and Mr. Trump have starkly different views.

Mr. Trump deeply admired Queen Elizabeth II, as did his mother, who was born in Scotland. His state visit to Britain in 2019 was one of the highlights of his first term. Andy Rain/EPA, via Shutterstock


The king "enjoys substantive conversation more than banal platitudes, so there may be scope for him to build a substantive relationship with the president-elect," said Peter Westmacott, a former British ambassador to Washington who once served as deputy private secretary to Charles.

"With members of the Labour government scrambling to disavow some of the less obliging things they had to say about Trump before he was re-elected, that could be of real value to the U.K.," Mr. Westmacott added.

Mr. Starmer's foreign secretary, David Lammy, once described Mr. Trump as "a woman-hating, neo-Nazi-sympathizing sociopath" when he was a Labour backbencher in Parliament in 2018. He has since dismissed those comments as "old news," and told the BBC that they did not come up when he and Mr. Starmer met Mr. Trump for dinner in Trump Tower in September.

British diplomats said the evening went well, but there is a deep disquiet in London about Mr. Trump's plans to impose tariffs on trading partners and withdraw support for Ukraine in its war against Russia, not to mention his suspicion of NATO and hostility for the Paris climate accord.

Some cautioned that Charles, for all his well-honed diplomacy, will not budge Mr. Trump from these positions.

"It's a useful piece of soft power, but up to a point," said Kim Darroch, who served as ambassador to Washington during Mr. Trump's first term. "I'm not sure you're going to get any big concessions from him because he likes the royal family."

Sally Bedell Smith, who has written several biographies of the royal family, noted that Mr. Trump had encountered Charles before. He played host to him at Mar-a-Lago during the prince's visit to Palm Beach County, Fla., in 1988, in which he played polo. And Mr. Trump's younger brother, Robert Trump, who died in 2020, was a major benefactor of the prince's philanthropies.

Charles, second left, and Mr. Trump in Portsmouth, England, in 2019. A recent documentary showed Mr. Trump fondly leafing through a photo album of his visits to England. Pool photo by Jeff J Mitchell


Ms. Smith said Charles and Mr. Trump had moved in some of the same rarefied circles, including among the royal families of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which could play into the president's geopolitical agenda.

"Trump is portraying himself as a peacemaker, and Charles has great relations with all those Gulf leaders," she noted.

Mr. Trump's fascination with the queen was deeper, dating back to his childhood. He often invoked his mother, Mary Anne Macleod, who was born in Scotland, and how much she admired Elizabeth, according to former aides.

Fiona Hill, a British-born American who served on the National Security Council during Mr. Trump's first term, said that he dropped hints about a visit to Britain in meetings with Theresa May, who was prime minister at the time. Mrs. May would "pretend not to understand," reflecting her qualms at playing host to a man who was deeply unpopular with the British public.

"Meeting Queen Elizabeth II was particularly important to President Trump," Ms. Hill wrote in her memoir. "A meeting with the Queen of England was the ultimate sign that he, Trump, had made it in life."

His fascination was vividly demonstrated in footage shot during his re-election campaign for a TV series about Mr. Trump's comeback, "The Art of the Surge." In it, he showed off a book of photographs of him with the queen ("who was fantastic, by the way") and Charles, standing near the honor guard at Buckingham Palace.

"Look, Charles, so beautiful," Mr. Trump said, leafing through the pages. "These images, I mean, who has images like these?"
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Scholz Calls for Confidence Vote, in Step Toward German Elections

Chancellor Olaf Scholz, who had few alternatives after his three-party coalition broke up, is widely expected to lose when Parliament takes up the measure on Monday.

Chancellor Olaf Scholz of Germany with his cabinet on Wednesday. Clemens Bilan/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Christopher F. Schuetze
Reporting from Berlin


Dec 11, 2024 at 02:57 PM

Chancellor Olaf Scholz of Germany called for a confidence vote in Parliament on Wednesday, taking the first formal step toward disbanding the German government and leading to snap elections likely to oust him from office.

The move, culminating in a parliamentary vote on Monday, became all but necessary in November, when the chancellor fired his finance minister, precipitating the breakup of his fragile three-party coalition.

"In a democracy, it is the voters who determine the course of future politics. When they go to the polls, they decide how we will answer the big questions that lie ahead of us," Mr. Scholz said from the chancellery in Berlin on Wednesday.

Mr. Scholz expects to lose the vote. The collapse of the government along with the early election on Feb. 23 amount to an extraordinary political moment in a country long known for stable governments.

The political turbulence in Germany and the fall last week of the government in France have left the European Union with a vacuum of leadership at critical moment: It is facing challenges from Russia's war in Ukraine and the imminent return to the presidency of Donald J. Trump in the United States.

Mr. Trump has threatened a trade war with Europe and has consistently expressed skepticism about America's commitment to the NATO alliance that has been the guarantor of security on the continent for 75 years.

Germany has now become a victim of the same forces of fragmentation that have upset politics in many parts of Europe. When Germans vote in February, they will decide between four mainstream parties and three parties at the political fringes, left and right. The far right in particular has steadily gained support in opinion polls.

For now, the polls show the conservative Christian Democratic Union dominating the race, and most expect its lead candidate, Friedrich Merz, 69, to be the next chancellor.

However, because it is likely that none of the parties will win a majority of the vote, whoever wins the race will have to find at least one coalition partner.

The campaign is expected to be fought around the issues of the sagging German economy and national security. The question of how vigorously to support Ukraine militarily will play a large role, with the Christian Democrats promising to take a more assertive stance than Mr. Scholz, who has warned of provoking Russia.

Though no party is willing to work with the far-right Alternative for Germany party, its core issue -- stopping what it calls uncontrolled migration -- will also take a high profile in the campaign, with the conservatives also pushing for harder immigration controls.

"My impression is that the voters also have a great desire for change," said Jasmin Riedl, a political scientist at the University of the Bundeswehr in Munich, noting the uphill battle for Mr. Scholz.

According to current polling, the center-right Christian Democratic Union has 33 percent support, while Mr. Scholz's center-left Social Democrats are pulling 16 percent.

The Alternative for Germany, known by its German initials, AfD, is polling at 18 percent and is poised to pick up the most seats in the national Parliament since the party was founded a decade ago.

The Green party is polling at around 13 percent. The pro-business Free Democratic Party, whose ouster from Mr. Scholz's coalition ultimately spelled the end of it, is polling at 4 percent, just under the 5 percent threshold needed to get back into Parliament.

Modern Germany's Constitution is designed for stability, a result of Germany's troubled history when 20 coalition governments ruled in the span of 14 years after World War I, eventually ceding power to the Nazi party.

According to the Constitution, only the chancellor can call a confidence vote that lead to snap elections. However, without a majority in Parliament, Mr. Scholz had little choice but to take the step, because he no longer has the power to pass a budget or laws.

Because Parliament is not in session this week, his move on Wednesday was merely a procedural one that ensures the vote gets on the official agenda. In theory, lawmakers now have four days to prepare for a debate and votes; in practice, Germans expect Mr. Scholz to lose the confidence vote and for the government to fall.
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French Court Finds Writer Guilty of Denying Rwandan Genocide

Charles Onana and his publisher were fined for passages in a book that were found to have violated a French law making it illegal to deny an officially recognized genocide.

Family photographs of some of those who died in the Rwandan genocide on display in the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, in 2014. Ben Curtis/Associated Press



By Adam Nossiter
Reporting from Paris


Dec 10, 2024 at 09:40 PM

A court in Paris has found a writer and his publisher guilty of denying the 1994 Rwandan genocide, apparently a first under French law.

The French-Cameroonian writer, Charles Onana, author of "Rwanda, the Truth about Operation Turquoise -- When the Archives Speak,"  and the publisher, Damien Serieyx, were fined nearly $15,000 and ordered to pay more than $11,000 to three human rights group that had sued them.

Mr. Onana, who could not be immediately reached for comment, and his publisher have appealed.

The court on Monday found Mr. Onana and the publisher guilty for their "public challenge to the existence of a crime against humanity." In his book, Mr. Onana denied there had been a genocide and denied France's responsibility.

The court cited some 19 passages it said violated French law making it illegal to deny a genocide that has been officially recognized by France or international jurisdictions. Notably, Mr. Onana wrote that the "conspiracy theory of a Hutu regime that planned a 'genocide' in Rwanda constitutes one of the biggest scams of the 20th century."

The word genocide is always rendered in quotes in his book.

He wrote that to "continue to hold forth about a hypothetical 'genocide plan' by the Hutus, or a pseudo rescue operation of the Tutsis by the FPR" -- the French initials for the political group known as the Rwandan Patriotic Front, which is led by the current president, Paul Kagame -- "is a scam, a hoax and a falsification of history."

President Paul Kagame, left, and his wife, Jeannette Kagame, leading other dignitaries in Kigali on April 7, 2024, as they arrived for a ceremony to mark the 30th anniversary of the Rwandan genocide. Brian Inganga/Associated Press


The Paris court found that these words violated a 2017 amendment to France's press law, which protects freedom of speech but also carves out exceptions, like denying genocide. The court underlined "the danger of the line of reasoning of Charles Onana and his publisher" given the current volatility of the region.

One of the prosecution's court filings notes that "the crime of the genocide of the Tutsis has been recognized as a fact of public notoriety in a definitive decision by the International Criminal Court for Rwanda."

The decision follows a long line of French court judgments against Holocaust deniers -- politicians like Jean-Marie Le Pen and negationist writers like Robert Faurisson. But the human rights groups that sued Mr. Onana said the Paris court's judgment was the first time a writer had been condemned for challenging the reality of the massacre in Rwanda.

Over four months in 1994, some 800,000 members of the Tutsi ethnic group were slaughtered by ethnic Hutus, who controlled the Rwandan government. A U.N.-authorized French military intervention, named "Turquoise," failed to stop the killing. In 2021, President Emmanuel Macron of France, for the first time in a speech in Rwanda, recognized his country's "crushing responsibility" in the slaughter.

Patrick Baudoin, a lawyer and honorary president of the Paris-based International Federation for Human Rights, one of the plaintiffs, said the court's ruling was a landmark.

"Given the obviously negationist words of Mr. Onana, the judgment condemning him has a precise meaning: you can't falsify history with impunity, and you can't have contempt for the victims," Mr. Baudoin said in an interview. "His words were monstrous."

People during a vigil at Nyanza Genocide Memorial Center as part of the commemorations for the 30th anniversary of the genocide in Rwanda on April 11, 2024. Guillem Sartorio/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


"Mr. Onana is an apologist for genocide," he added. "The court has done something indispensable, and it has created a precedent."

Mr. Onana, for his part, maintained in his book that there was killing on both sides, by Tutsis and Hutus, but that there was no genocide. "Certainly, Tutsis were massacred, targeted, but they were not the only ones," he wrote. In his introduction, he wrote that he was "above all trying to make a break with 'official history.'''

The author, who lives in Paris, told the newspaper Le Figaro that his work was "scientific" because it had originated as a thesis at the University of Lyon III, where it received "congratulations" from a panel of academics in 2017. Lyon III became notorious in the early 2000s when it was the subject of a government inquiry as a suspected hotbed of Holocaust denial.

Academics outside of Lyon have been less enthusiastic, however.

Serge Dupuis, a Rwanda specialist, wrote in a critique for the Paris-based research institute the Jean-Jaures Foundation that Mr. Onana had relied for his research on "officers in the Turquoise operation or on Rwandan officials of the time," and that his inquiry was "typical of one that is exclusively exculpatory."

He added that the "failure to be neutral is flagrant. Turquoise is depicted as a priori immaculate and unworthy of suspicion, to the point of denying the evidence."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/10/world/europe/france-author-rwanda-genocide.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Trump's Record on Syria: Airstrikes and Troop Moves in a Land of 'Sand and Death'

The president-elect faces hard choices about the country's post-Assad future. His vows not to get involved might be hard to keep.

Umayyad Square in Damascus, Syria, on Tuesday, two days after President Bashar al-Assad fled the country and rebel forces took control of the capital. Nicole Tung for The New York Times



By Michael Crowley and Julian E. Barnes
Reporting from Washington


Dec 11, 2024 at 01:01 AM

President-elect Donald J. Trump will inherit a dangerous new Middle East crisis in Syria when he assumes office in January. But how he might approach a nation now controlled by rebels with terrorist roots is unclear, and may be decided by fierce competing arguments among advisers and foreign leaders in the months to come.

There are many good reasons to expect Mr. Trump to take a hands-off approach to Syria, which erupted into civil war in 2011. One is Mr. Trump's apparent disdain for the country, which he has branded a land of "sand and death."

Mr. Trump has also long railed against broader U.S. efforts to reshape former Middle East dictatorships such as Iraq and Libya, in what he calls America's "endless wars." As rebels entered Damascus, Syria's capital, over the weekend, Mr. Trump posted on social media that the country was "a mess" and that the United States "should have nothing to do with it."

"This is not our fight. Let it play out. Do not get involved," Mr. Trump wrote, in all capital letters.

The sentiment was echoed on social media by Vice President-elect JD Vance, a fervent critic of American foreign policy overreach.

Mr. Trump plans to nominate Tulsi Gabbard, a former Democratic congresswoman, as his director of national intelligence. She has spent years arguing that the United States has no business getting involved in Syria's long-running civil war.

But analysts and former advisers said it would be difficult for Mr. Trump to remain a mere spectator as the country takes shape after the fall of President Bashar al-Assad, especially amid growing fears that Syria might present new threats to the United States and its allies.

As president, Mr. Trump will be faced with important early decisions. One of them will be whether to establish diplomatic relations with Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the rebel force that now holds power in Damascus after a lightning offensive that toppled Mr. Assad. Some U.S. officials have said that the organization has shown pragmatism of late, understanding that while it can be a conservative Islamist group and enjoy broad support within Syria, it cannot rule the country as a terrorist organization.

That outreach would require a politically difficult reversal, given Mr. Trump's bombastic talk about fighting terrorists and that it was his administration that officially designated the group as a terrorist organization in 2018. But engagement could also encourage the group to moderate and cooperate with U.S. interests.

Portraits of Mr. Assad in the abandoned presidential palace in Damascus. Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the rebel force that toppled Mr. Assad, was declared a terrorist organization by President-elect Donald J. Trump's first administration in 2018. Nicole Tung for The New York Times


Mr. Trump will also need to weigh the continued presence of about 900 U.S. troops in eastern Syria, a force long deployed there to contain the Islamic State. The terrorist group once controlled a large swath of territory in eastern Syria and northern Iraq, and U.S. officials fear it could exploit Mr. Assad's fall to make new gains.

During his first administration, Mr. Trump vowed to pull American soldiers from Syria before eventually changing his mind. James Jeffrey, who served as Mr. Trump's Syria envoy, said that Mr. Trump initially saw the force as an example of a needlessly broad American military footprint. He changed his mind, Mr. Jeffrey said, after advisers carefully explained the benefits of the troops, including as a check on Iranian influence.

"If you're saying, 'We're going to stop having anything to do with Syria' -- I don't think that's his position," Mr. Jeffrey said. "He was willing for us to have an active policy if he understood what we were doing."

Fears of an ISIS resurgence could also complicate any hopes Mr. Trump has of withdrawing troops. Mr. Assad's forces, which have now collapsed, played a role in keeping the terrorist group in check.

And the last thing Mr. Trump would want is an ISIS comeback. He often boasts that as president he oversaw an American-led military coalition, one he inherited from the Obama administration, that smashed ISIS' self-declared caliphate in Iraq and Syria.

Mr. Trump will be inclined to use decisive force against any signs of an ISIS return, another former Trump national security official said.

Nor has Mr. Trump proved totally averse to using force in the country. As president, he ordered two separate airstrikes against Mr. Assad's forces, in 2017 and 2018, to punish them for using chemical weapons against rebel fighters and civilians.

As he considers his approach, Mr. Trump will be lobbied by a cast of aides, advisers and foreign officials with a deep investment in Syria's fate.

Ms. Gabbard is something of a wild card who illustrates the uncertainties around what Mr. Trump might do. In 2017, Ms. Gabbard traveled to Damascus, where she met with Mr. Assad and celebrated him as a bulwark against rebel groups populated by terrorists with ties to Al Qaeda and hatred for the United States.

Ms. Gabbard has long acknowledged that Mr. Assad, widely accused of mass murder and torture, was a "brutal dictator," but she maintained that his control of Syria was the best chance of containing terrorist groups.

The recent events in Syria have validated her views, according to a person close to her.

Publicly, Ms. Gabbard has said relatively little about Syria, other than supporting Mr. Trump's position in brief remarks to reporters on Monday.

But privately Ms. Gabbard has said the takeover of Syria by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham is a troubling development, a view that Mr. Trump shares, according to the person close to her, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss a pending nomination.

Tulsi Gabbard, Mr. Trump's pick for director of national intelligence, traveled in 2017 to Damascus, where she met with Mr. Assad. Tom Brenner for The New York Times


Ms. Gabbard's allies have said that Mr. Trump believes in meeting with American adversaries, and that Republican senators she has met with in recent days have not dwelled on her visit with Mr. Assad.

But she is likely to face questions about her skepticism of the U.S. intelligence community's conclusion that Mr. Assad was responsible for the 2017 chemical weapons attack that prompted Mr. Trump's first strike on Syria.

Mr. Trump will be lobbied by several other influential advisers and world leaders to help steer the new Syria in a positive direction.

His choice for secretary of state, Senator Marco Rubio, Republican of Florida, has supported an active American role in Syria. As a presidential candidate in 2015, he called for the United States and its allies to impose no-fly zones over the country to protect civilians from Mr. Assad's retribution.

Mr. Rubio also criticized Mr. Trump's decision in 2019 to pull back American troops stationed along the Turkey-Syria border, effectively enabling a Turkish military offensive against Kurdish fighters who have been vital allies in the U.S. fight against ISIS. Turkey sees those Kurds as terrorists bent on carving an independent state out of Turkish territory. Mr. Rubio called the decision "a grave mistake."

Mr. Trump's pick for national security adviser, Representative Michael Waltz of Florida, had a similar reaction. He said the American troops provided an important buffer between Turkish forces and their Kurdish enemies, "keeping everyone focused on keeping a lid on that Pandora's box that is ISIS."

"They can and will return," Mr. Waltz said of ISIS in Syria. "They will attack America again. We have to stay on the offense."

Several U.S. allies -- including Israel, Turkey, Jordan and Saudi Arabia -- are also likely to appeal to Mr. Trump to get involved in Syria.

Israel will want U.S. help to ensure that Iran, an ally of Mr. Assad that smuggled weapons through Syria to the Hezbollah militia in Lebanon, cannot continue using the country as a supply route.

Turkey may press Mr. Trump to deal with Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, which it has supported for years. At the same time, Turkey's president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, may again pressure Mr. Trump to green-light attacks on Kurdish fighters.

Syria's neighbors and European countries, which saw a destabilizing influx of refugees during the peak of Syria's civil war about a decade ago, will also be looking for U.S. leadership to help ensure that any new spasms of violence do not produce new waves of migrants.

It could still be a hard sell. After Mr. Trump ordered the second of his two strikes against Syria, in 2018, he made clear that his goal was to deter the use of chemical weapons, not to influence the country's tangled conflict.

"No amount of American blood or treasure can produce lasting peace and security in the Middle East," Mr. Trump said. "It's a troubled place. We will try to make it better, but it is a troubled place. The United States will be a partner and a friend, but the fate of the region lies in the hands of its own people."
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A Search in Syria for the Disappeared




Photographs by Daniel Berehulak
Text by Christina Goldbaum
Daniel Berehulak and Christina Goldbaum reported from the Sednaya prison and Al-Moujtahed Hospital in Syria.


Dec 11, 2024 at 05:01 AM

For over a decade, tens of thousands of people living in Syria would disappear without explanation. They were picked up off the street. Plucked from university classes. Yanked out of stores as they bought groceries, and from taxis on their way home from work.

Relatives were never told what had happened -- but they knew. Many of the disappeared had been thrown into President Bashar al-Assad's vast network of prisons, where they were tortured and killed on an industrial scale.



This article contains graphic images.



Now, with the overthrow of the Assad regime, families of missing Syrians are hoping that they may be reunited with loved ones, or at least learn what happened to them.

On Sunday, they rushed to one of the most notorious prisons in Syria, Sednaya, in search of news. Then on Tuesday, hundreds descended onto the morgue at a hospital in Damascus, where 38 bodies discovered at the prison had been taken.

Some displayed photos of missing relatives, asking if anyone recognized them.




In desperation, some forced open the steel doors of the mortuary refrigerators, yanking out large drawers and pulling off the blankets and tarps covering the bodies.

Others clambered to get inside the room where forensic examiners were taking photos of the dead and cataloging them. The conditions of many of the bodies offered silent testimony to the brutality the prisoners had endured.




In the days since rebels toppled Mr. al-Assad's government and freed prisoners held across the country, thousands of Syrians have flooded into Sednaya prison.

The prison sits atop a hill on the outskirts of Damascus, surrounded by barbed wire and fields riddled with land mines. Rebels who entered the prison complex on Saturday night set the fields ablaze in an effort to set off the mines.




Within hours, hundreds of prisoners were walking out of Sednaya's gates, stunned. But many of the thousands of people converging on the prison complex looking for relatives and friends were devastated not to find them.

Rumors of secret cells three stories underground soon circulated, setting off a mad dash to free anyone who might still be imprisoned. For two days, rebels and rescue workers hammered away at concrete floors and tore them apart with excavators.




"I can see wires here! Where are they going? Is there a shaft here?" Tarek Abbas yelled from what appeared to be a prison electrical room.

Holding a shovel, he began tapping on the floor, trying to determine if any parts of it were hollow -- perhaps a sign of hidden rooms.

Rescue workers digging in one cell urged family members crowding close to the bars to give them room to search. But in the end, they declared the rumors false: No secret cells were found.




The cells that only hours earlier had held the desperate and the disappeared told a tale of horror and deprivation.

Concrete floors were caked in layers of dirt, and a few blankets were strewed in rooms that one former prisoner said had contained dozens of people at a time.




As dusk began to fall, dozens of men gathered on a lawn outside the complex. Rebel fighters lay their guns on the dried earth. Civilians joined them, many carrying photos of lost loved ones in their jacket pockets.

It was a time for prayer.




As forensic examiners toiled inside the morgue at Al-Moujtahed Hospital, families outside waited for news, even if they dreaded it. They scoured a newly formed Telegram channel on which the medical workers were posting photos of the dead.

But most of the faces in the photos were too gaunt, the cheeks too sunken.

"How can we even recognize them?" one woman asked, as a man nearby scrolled through the pictures.




Gazing at photos of corpse after corpse, many were suddenly confronted with a reality they had long tried to keep out of mind.

They had imagined husbands, brothers and sons as they last saw them, as they appeared in the photos they kept in their phones and on social media. The people they were searching for were smiling, with cheeks flush with life and muscle on their bones.

Now, as they stood in the morgue's courtyard, their memories were being overwritten by the images of ghostly corpses.




As the day dragged on, the crowd at the morgue grew larger -- and more impatient. Throngs of people pushed and shoved, desperate to get into the mortuary refrigerator.

"Please," one examiner pleaded. "Take a step back, take a step back."




By early afternoon, the crowd had won.

People flooded into the mortuary cooler. They stepped over the feet of one corpse that lay across the doorway and tore open the tarps wrapped around the dozen others in the room. One woman shrieked at what she found.

Most of the bodies were emaciated, the skin hanging off their bones. The shoulders of one man was covered in the scars of puncture wounds. Another had a thick red scar around his neck -- a rope burn, the examiners believed. Yet another man was missing his eyes.




"Our children are martyrs, our children are martyrs," one woman screamed, stumbling out of the room.

Others left silently, blank stares on their faces and tears streaming down their cheeks.




"Our children are dead," one woman yelled between sobs. "Our children, our children. They are dead."
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Who Set the Stage for al-Assad's Ouster? There Are Different Answers in the U.S. and Israel.

President Biden says he weakened Russia, Iran and Hezbollah, laying the groundwork for Bashar al-Assad's ouster. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu says the Syrian leader would still be in power had he listened to American advice.

A defaced portrait of Bashar al-Assad at the Presidential Palace in Damascus, Syria, on Tuesday. Nicole Tung for The New York Times



By David E. Sanger
David E. Sanger has covered five presidents for The Times and written extensively on superpower conflict.


Dec 11, 2024 at 03:16 PM

Bashar al-Assad had barely settled into his new quarters in Russia before the argument broke out over who can take the credit for ousting him, ending 53 years and two generations of brutal family rule over Syria.

President Biden and his aides say they set the stage, because they worked relentlessly to weaken Syria's main backers, including Russia, Iran and Hezbollah. There was a reason, Mr. Biden argued, that none of Mr. al-Assad's allies were able or willing to come bail him out at the very moment he needed rescue.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel and his aides tell a very different story, saying the only reason Mr. al-Assad fell was that Israel killed the head of Hezbollah, Hassan Nasrallah, which Mr. Netanyahu called "a turning point in the collapse of the axis." Israeli officials have been quick to note that Mr. Netanyahu ordered that attack over the objections of the Biden administration, which feared that going after Mr. Nasrallah would risk a wider war.

And Mr. Netanyahu inserted the knife a bit himself, saying that the key was his decision to ignore pressure "to stop the war before we accomplished all of our goals." His message was clear: Had he listened to Mr. Biden's warnings about avoiding a "wider war,'' Mr. al-Assad would most likely still be lounging in his palace this week.

Sorting out the truth here is not easy, and historians of the Middle East will most likely be arguing for years over what factors were at play, not least the Syrian rebel force itself, which had crucial support from Turkey. Certainly, if there was an American contribution to Mr. al-Assad's fall, it took a while: In August 2011, President Barack Obama said it was time for Mr. al-Assad to "step aside," and two years later, on his first visit to Israel as president, he stood with Mr. Netanyahu and declared that Mr. al-Assad had lost all legitimacy and "must go."

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel at the United Nations in September. Dave Sanders for The New York Times


But there was no real plan to oust him, and when it finally happened last Sunday, the unraveling of the regime came so fast that American intelligence officials were taken by surprise about the speed of the collapse.

Suzanne Maloney, a scholar at the Brookings Institution who closely follows Iran and the region, noted on Tuesday that Mr. Biden may be right to take credit for creating some pressure, but she said there clearly was no American plan to oust the al-Assad government.

"I think it is probably true that U.S. policy contributed to the fall of Assad," she said, "in that the U.S. has helped weaken Iran's regional reach, and kept Russia from maintaining the tempo of its military support for Assad."

But she added, "It is probably untoward for the Biden administration to take credit -- it was ultimately Syrians who took the actions that freed them from this brutal regime."

"There was no evidence of a wider U.S. strategy that was aimed at the outcome that we have seen in Syria over the past week," she concluded. "Washington took its eye off the ball in Syria many years ago."

For Mr. Biden, the collapse in Syria came just as he is giving a series of talks meant to cement his legacy in many areas, from the steady growth of the American economy during his time in office to the re-establishment of alliances. And Mr. Netanyahu, facing a corruption trial at home and hard questions about why his government did not see the Oct. 7, 2023, terror attack by Hamas coming, is out to rescue his reputation.

President Joe Biden speaking at the White House on Sunday, the day after Mr. al-Assad resigned and fled Syria. Bonnie Cash for The New York Times


So claiming credit for the toppling of a regime that has been the central funnel of Iranian arms, money and influence -- and that used chemical weapons against its own people in a long civil war -- is pretty irresistible for two politicians at the tail end of long careers. And, to add to the stirring of the pot, neither man makes much effort to hide how much he dislikes the other.

The differences of approach continued on Tuesday. Israel attacked what was left of Syria's Navy and hit sites associated with Syria's chemical weapons program. The Israeli defense minister, Israel Katz, discussed how the military "has been operating in Syria in recent days to hit and destroy strategic capabilities" that pose a particular risk. At the White House, John Kirby, a spokesman for the National Security Council, neither condoned nor criticized the targeting of these sites, and he would not say if the United States was providing the Israelis with intelligence that would aid the operation. "We have robust intelligence sharing with Israel, as you might expect," he said. But he declined to say "what that looks like" in the current operations.

But Mr. Kirby did make a case that if Russia had successfully taken over Ukraine, or if Iran had succeeded in its recent missile attacks on Israel, both countries would have been in a better position to aid their longtime Syrian ally. Instead, they stayed out of the fight. Mr. Kirby said that was no accident.

"I don't think that anybody should overemphasize one particular operation, whether it's against Hamas or against Hezbollah, as being the game-changer," he added. But he said Mr. Biden's move, after the presidential election, to reach a cease-fire with Hezbollah sent a serious signal. The rebel groups "paid attention to the fact that Hezbollah was no longer in the fight."

In Mr. Netanyahu's telling of events, there would have been no American-brokered cease-fire if there had been no Israeli attack on Hezbollah, starting with the explosion of beepers and cellphones that killed some members of the terror group's leadership -- and deeply unnerved its fighters. Then came the destruction of much of Hezbollah's stockpile of missiles and the killing of its leadership.

Last month, thousands of Hezbollah supporters gathered at the site in Beirut where Hassan Nasrallah was killed in September. Daniel Berehulak/The New York Times


In short, Mr. Netanyahu is arguing that had he listened to Mr. Biden, Hezbollah would still be in power in Lebanon and Mr. al-Assad would still be in Damascus. Instead, Mr. al-Assad's palaces are being looted.

All of this raises the question of how President-elect Donald J. Trump will alter the approach, if at all. Just before Mr. al-Assad fled the country, Mr. Trump posted on Truth Social that the American strategy should be to sit on its hands.

"Syria is a mess, but is not our friend, & THE UNITED STATES SHOULD HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH IT," he wrote. "THIS IS NOT OUR FIGHT. LET IT PLAY OUT. DO NOT GET INVOLVED!"

That approach is very much in line with Mr. Trump's avowed adherence to an "America First" philosophy. But in his first term, Mr. Trump was talked out of his instinct to withdraw the small American troop presence in eastern Syria that fights ISIS. And the American interest in a peaceful transfer of power, a freely elected government and the elimination of chemical and biological stockpiles in Syria is obvious.

So far, Mr. Trump has not tried to reconcile his all-caps warning with the stakes for the United States in making sure Syria is not another power vacuum for terrorists, jihadists or anyone looking to use those chemical and biological weapons. And, as some experts note, there is a clear intersection between Mr. Trump's stated desire to set back Iran and his interests in Syria's future.

"There is a unique opportunity to weaken Iran and build the pro-Western coalition that President Joe Biden has been seeking," Itamar Rabinovich, a former Israeli ambassador to the United States and once Israel's chief negotiator with Syria, wrote on Monday. "But his administration is on its way out and President-elect Donald Trump has posted on social media that the United States should have 'nothing to do' with the Syrian 'mess.'"

He argued that "it is key that his advisers make yet another effort to persuade him that Washington lead and win the current struggle for Syria."
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Israel Claims Credit for al-Assad's Ouster, but Sees Risk in His Absence

For Israel's leaders, Bashar al-Assad's downfall was made possible by their recent assaults on Hezbollah, Iran and Syria, all of which weakened the Iran-backed axis.

Celebrating the fall of Bashar al-Assad on a road leading to Syria's Masnaa border crossing in Bar Elias, Lebanon, on Sunday. Daniel Berehulak/The New York Times



By Patrick Kingsley
Reporting from Jerusalem


Dec 09, 2024 at 11:44 AM

For the past year, Israel's allies and enemies pressed Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to limit his attacks on Iran and its partners in Lebanon and Syria, hoping to avoid a regional escalation.

Mr. Netanyahu forged ahead regardless, intent on weakening the Iran-led axis. Israel's military bombarded Hezbollah, the Iran-backed Lebanese militia; launched its first open assaults on Iran; and regularly struck Syria, seeking to block the routes by which Iran sent arms to Hezbollah.

Despite the Biden administration's fears that such attacks might spiral beyond control, those operations strengthened Israel without drawing a sustained response from Iran, leaving many Israelis feeling vindicated.

Hezbollah was left weakened before a cease-fire last month, its leaders mostly assassinated. Iran's air defenses and missile factories were damaged, limiting its ability to harm Israel. And diplomats believe that Hamas, Iran's beleaguered ally in Gaza, may soon compromise in cease-fire talks with Israel.

Now, the fall of President Bashar al-Assad of Syria, a longtime ally of Iran, is seen in Israel as the crowning consequence of its yearlong campaign against Iran and its interests, even if it is also tinged with uncertainty about what comes next.

Without Israel's blows against Hezbollah and Iran, Israeli analysts and leaders say, Syria's rebels might not have dared revive their rebellion against Mr. al-Assad. And Iran and Hezbollah, which had propped up his regime for a decade, might have been better placed to save him.

Mr. al-Assad's collapse "is the direct result of our forceful action against Hezbollah and Iran, Assad's main supporters," Mr. Netanyahu said as he toured the Golan Heights on Sunday, a territory that Israel captured from Syria in the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.

"It set off a chain reaction of all those who want to free themselves from this tyranny and its oppression," Mr. Netanyahu said.

The aftermath of an Israeli strike in Beirut's southern suburbs last month. Diego Ibarra Sanchez for The New York Times


Still, Israelis are concerned about who will succeed Mr. al-Assad in Syria.

Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the main opposition alliance, has been fighting Hezbollah and its Iranian allies in Syria for years and is unlikely to allow Iran to continue to use Syria as a thoroughfare for arms deliveries to Lebanon. Abu Mohammed al-Jolani, the leader of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, said in an address in Damascus on Sunday that the Assad regime had brought many ills upon Syria and had allowed the country to become "a farm for Iranian greed."

But Hayat Tahrir al-Sham is also a hard-line Islamist group with no love for the Jewish state. Abu Mohammad al-Jolani is a nom de guerre derived from the Arabic word for the Golan Heights.

And the rebels' main foreign backer, Turkey, has been strongly critical of Israel's actions in Gaza -- leading to unease in Israel about the prospect of a Turkey-backed government controlling one of Israel's northern borders.

"The collapse of the Assad regime, the tyranny in Damascus, offers great opportunity but also is fraught with significant dangers," Mr. Netanyahu said on Sunday.

Pre-empting any fallout from Mr. al-Assad's departure, the Israeli military openly crossed into sovereign Syrian territory over the weekend for the first time since the 1970s, seizing strategic positions close to the border.

Less openly, Israeli fighter jets also struck military infrastructure in Syria that Israel feared might otherwise have fallen into the hands of the rebel forces, according to Israeli officials.

Israel has also been talking with Kurdish rebels that control northeast Syria, Gideon Saar, the Israeli foreign minister, said at a press briefing on Monday.

Mr. Saar declined to give more details, but analysts have said that it was most likely an effort to increase Israel's influence in postwar Syria. The Kurdish-led forces form a secular alliance, backed by the United States, that played a leading role in the defeat of jihadist groups in Syria over the past decade.

The Kurdish factions also have a fraught relationship with the Islamist factions that led the charge on Damascus last week, and analysts say Israel may see them as a good counterweight to Turkish influence as well as a jihadi resurgence.

But an Israeli alliance with the Kurds is a risky move because it could bring about a clash with Turkey, said Itamar Rabinovich, an Israeli expert on Syria.

For now, Turkey has other matters to deal with "before they mess with us," said Mr. Rabinovich, a former ambassador who led back-channel talks with Syria in the 1990s.

Rebel fighters in the Syrian capital Damascus on Monday. Aaref Watad/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


But if Israel forms a partnership with the Syrian Kurds, whom Turkey sees as a threat, "This would be a way of turning Turkey into a real enemy," Mr. Rabinovich said. "The profit does not justify the risk."

More generally, some Israeli analysts see Mr. al-Assad's downfall as another sign of the failure of Hamas's effort to undermine Israel over the past year.

Hamas's attack on Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, was partly intended to upend the status quo in the Middle East in favor of Hamas and its Iran-led alliance.

Instead, Hamas has been hugely damaged by a year of Israeli bombardment and ground operations in Gaza. Its leader Yahya Sinwar is dead, and so is his predecessor Ismail Haniyeh. Hezbollah, which began clashing with Israel in solidarity with Hamas, is now severely weakened. Iran's regional influence is diminished. And now Mr. al-Assad is gone.

"The mad megalomaniac, Yahya Sinwar, dreamed of changing the map of the Middle East," Ehud Yaari, an Israeli commentator on Arab affairs, said in a television interview. "He succeeded, but the map of the region is now changing before our very eyes in the very opposite way that he had hoped for."

Still, other Israeli analysts say that so long as Hamas still survives in Gaza, holding roughly 100 hostages, it is premature to celebrate.

"Hamas still controls Gaza, it still has cells in the West Bank, it holds 100 hostages," Seth Frantzman, an Israeli security analyst, wrote in a social media post. "While Iran's axis may be weaker, the larger threat to Israel still comes from Hamas in many ways in the long term."

And it is unclear how Iran will respond to its loss of influence, with some in Israel warning that it may now rush to build a nuclear weapon in order to project strength.

"Iran is more dangerous now," said Benny Gantz, Israel's former defense minister, in comments distributed by his spokesman. "A nuclear breakout in response to these developments is a realistic option."

Aaron Boxerman contributed reporting.
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Supreme Court Allows Biden Plan to Address Toxic Coal Ash

The court's order was provisional, rejecting a request from a Kentucky electric utility to block the plan while an appeals court considers its challenge.

Coal ash, a byproduct of burning coal to produce electricity, contains chemicals that can cause neurological, psychiatric and cardiovascular harm. Gabriella Demczuk for The New York Times



By Adam Liptak
Reporting from Washington


Dec 11, 2024 at 07:34 PM

The Supreme Court on Wednesday rejected a request from an electric utility in Kentucky to block an Environmental Protection Agency effort to address the health risks presented by coal ash, a toxic substance created by burning coal to produce electricity.

The court's brief order gave no reasons, which is typical when it acts on emergency applications. There were no noted dissents.

The utility, East Kentucky Power Cooperative, challenged the E.P.A.'s plan in a federal appeals court in Washington, saying the agency had exceeded its statutory authority by requiring monitoring and remediation at facilities that were no longer producing coal ash. The utility also asked the appeals court to block the plan while it considered the matter, a request the court denied.

The utility then asked the Supreme Court to intervene, saying the statute at issue applied only to sites where solid waste "is disposed of." The present tense, it said, excluded inactive sites where it said coal ash had been removed.

Lawyers for the agency responded that the utility's argument was based on a false premise.

"The evidence before E.P.A. established that legacy impoundments leak into the surrounding soil and groundwater," the agency's brief said, "so that even where coal ash has been removed from an impoundment, coal-ash leachate -- which itself constitutes 'solid waste' within the meaning of" the law at issue -- "would normally be expected to remain at the site."

The parties differed about the costs the plan would impose. The utility said monitoring at one inactive site would cost more than $16 million. The E.P.A. put the number at $229,000.

In their own brief, several environmental groups said there was no rush to decide the matter.

"The earliest compliance deadline the cooperative faces is far down the line -- well into 2028," the brief said. "And that deadline requires it to comply only with modest groundwater monitoring requirements."

On the other side of the balance, the groups said, were grave risks.

"Coal ash contains significant concentrations of chemicals like arsenic, boron, lead, selenium and mercury, each of which poses serious dangers to human health and the environment," their brief said. "Among other things, exposure increases rates of skin, liver, bladder and lung cancer as well as risks of neurological, psychiatric and cardiovascular harm."

The court's order denying the utility's request was of a piece with recent rulings on emergency applications on environmental matters that declined to intervene in cases before they were fully litigated before appeals courts. In a series of orders in October, for instance, the justices refused to block E.P.A. initiatives to limit carbon emissions from power plants and to reduce emissions of two pollutants: mercury, a hazardous neurotoxin, and methane, a potent greenhouse gas.
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White House Threatens Biden Veto of Bipartisan Bill to Add New Judges

The legislation would create more than 60 new federal court seats over the next decade, giving the Trump White House a first shot at filling dozens of new vacancies.

President Biden on Tuesday threatened to veto a bipartisan measure that would create more federal court seats. Eric Lee/The New York Times



By Carl Hulse
Reporting from the Capitol


Dec 10, 2024 at 10:15 PM

White House officials on Tuesday said President Biden would veto a bipartisan measure creating 66 new federal judicial seats over the next three presidential administrations, stating that the measure the House is set to take up this week is "unnecessary to the efficient and effective administration of justice."

In a new statement, the officials, from the Office of Management and Budget, also noted that the legislation, which passed the Senate with no opposition in August, would create new vacancies in states where senators have dragged their feet on filling vacancies during the Biden administration.

"Those efforts to hold open judicial vacancies suggest that concerns about judicial economy and caseload are not the true motivating force behind passage of this bill now," the statement said.

The veto threat was a blow both to lawmakers who backed the measure and to officials of the federal judiciary who have pressed for years for more judges, citing a tremendous backlog of cases and the lack of a significant expansion of judgeships since 1990. But efforts to add seats have consistently run into political trouble as presidents and members of Congress try to game out who would be in position to name those jurists, an issue that proved again to be a complication for the legislation.

Proponents in both parties reached an understanding this year to approve the judicial legislation before the Nov. 5 election, so that lawmakers in both parties would be voting on it without knowing who the next president would be. It passed the Senate without any opposition in August.

But the bill sat idle in the Republican-controlled House until Donald J. Trump won, providing the G.O.P. with new incentive to pass it even as Senate Democrats are racing to fill as many judicial vacancies as possible with Mr. Biden's nominees to deny Mr. Trump the chance.

Under the proposed legislation, Mr. Trump could potentially have about two dozen more seats to fill, along with any existing seats that open up over the next four years. The seats are for the lower-level trial courts, not at the appellate level, and it would not affect the Supreme Court.

"The magic of this undertaking was we were going to do it before the election, so no one knew who had the advantage or not," said Senator Richard J. Durbin, Democrat of Illinois and chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee. "I think the magic of the moment's been lost."

The bill was written by Senators Chris Coons, Democrat of Delaware and a close Biden ally, and Todd Young, Republican of Indiana. Both cited a pressing need for more federal district court judges in their states. Other states they saw as particularly in need of more judges include New Jersey, California, Florida, Georgia, Idaho and Texas.

To defuse some of the politics, the authors of the bill spread out the new judicial seats over six rounds in the next three administrations through 2035. That way, no party could claim a clear advantage in the appointments because the future presidents are unknown.

"It was, I think, a dash of creativity to spread the judges over six tranches over three administrations," said Mr. Coons, who was disappointed with the outcome and attributed it to the House's inaction.

"There was an understanding that we would get it done at a time when it was unclear who would win, and that played an important role in my being able to get support for this," said Mr. Coons. "This is a really unfortunate outcome when, on the Senate side, we did our job and we did it well."

Mr. Young said he hoped that the latest White House statement was not the final word.

"I hope they reconsider," he said. "This is a common-sense solution to a longstanding challenge, and I hope that in the end this solution finds its way into law."

But with the House and Senate so closely divided, it was highly unlikely the bill's backers could secure the two-thirds majority in the House and Senate needed to override a presidential veto.

Senator Mitch McConnell, the Kentucky Republican and minority leader, said Mr. Biden's act was driven strictly by partisan politics.

"It's almost inconceivable that a lame-duck president could consider vetoing such an obviously prudential step for any reason other than selfish spite," Mr. McConnell said Tuesday on the Senate floor. "Litigants across America deserve their day in court. And they deserve to know the federal judiciary has the bandwidth to carefully and thoroughly consider their cases."

Speaker Mike Johnson also weighed in on Tuesday to support the bill.

"The bipartisan JUDGES Act passed unanimously in the Senate months ago. But NOW the White House has a problem with it for ONE reason," he wrote on social media. "America just elected Trump."

The clash over the expansion of the lower federal courts came as Senate Democrats were devoting significant effort to confirming federal judges nominated by Mr. Biden before Republicans take control of the Senate on Jan. 3.

The Senate is within reach of narrowly surpassing the 234 judges named to the federal courts by Mr. Trump in his first term and could hit that mark next week.

Mr. Biden has so far issued a dozen vetoes in his four years, most of them killing bids by congressional Republicans to overturn federal regulations and policy through a special procedural tactic.

In the veto threat, the White House said questions remained about how the new judgeships would be allocated and said that "hastily adding judges with just a few weeks left in the 118th Congress would fail to resolve key questions in the legislation."

Progressive activists welcomed the White House plan to block the bill.

"It's true our courts are overdue for expansion," said Keith Thirion, interim president of the Alliance for Justice. "But it is a disservice to the public servants committed to equal justice to so blatantly weaponize this process. Filling our courts with even more lifetime Trump appointees who issue harmful rulings would not be an improvement."
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Supreme Court Won't Decide Nvidia Securities Fraud Case After All

In an unsigned order, the justices dismissed the case against the tech giant as "improvidently granted," meaning they had concluded that it had been a mistake to take it up.

The Supreme Court's decision will leave in place an appeals court ruling that had let much of the case against Nvidia proceed. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Adam Liptak
Reporting from Washington


Dec 11, 2024 at 03:18 PM

The Supreme Court, which heard arguments last month about whether to allow a lawsuit accusing Nvidia of misrepresenting its reliance on the cryptocurrency mining industry, announced on Wednesday that it would not decide the case after all.

In an unsigned, one-sentence opinion, the court dismissed the case as "improvidently granted," meaning the justices concluded that it had been a mistake to take it up. There were no noted dissents.

The practical effect of the decision was to leave in place an appeals court decision that had let much of the case proceed.

The move followed a similar one in November in another securities fraud case, against Facebook, which had been accused of failing to adequately disclose a data breach that allowed Cambridge Analytica to harvest the private information of millions of users. In that case, too, the dismissal let stand an appeals court ruling, allowing the case to proceed.

At the argument in the Nvidia case, several members of the court across the ideological spectrum expressed frustration with the lawyers' arguments. Some justices suggested that the court should not have granted review.

"This is a highly technical subject," Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. said, "and I just don't understand how a court is supposed to evaluate that" at a preliminary stage.

Justice Elena Kagan made a similar point to a lawyer for Nvidia, now the dominant manufacturer of chips for artificial intelligence services. "It just seems to me that you're asking us to engage in a kind of analysis that we are not very good at and weren't expecting to when we took this case," she said, adding that "it becomes less and less clear why we took this case."

The question before the justices was whether an investment firm and a pension fund suing Nvidia for securities fraud had satisfied a 1995 law, the Private Securities Litigation Reform Act, which tightened the requirements for how much detail investors had to provide at the outset of such suits. The law, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg wrote in 2007, had "twin goals: to curb frivolous, lawyer-driven litigation, while preserving investors' ability to recover on meritorious claims."

Lawyers for Nvidia argued that the plaintiffs had not cleared two hurdles imposed by the law. One required detailed accusations about which statements from the company were false and how. The other required plaintiffs to describe "facts giving rise to a strong inference" that company officials knew the statements were false.
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This Ohio-Hating Michigan Democrat Has Thoughts on Why Her Party Lost

Kristen McDonald Rivet won a tough House race in a heavily white, working-class area even as many Democrats in such places lost. In an interview, she warned against a "tone-deaf" economic message.

Kristen McDonald Rivet, a Michigan state senator, will soon hold a freshman leadership position with the moderate New Democrat Coalition in Congress. Andrew Harnik/Getty Images



By Katie Glueck



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:32 PM

Democrats, rejected by many voters and headed for life in the minority in Washington, see few reasons for optimism these days.

But a rare bright spot for the party comes from an unexpected place: a House district in Michigan that is home to many white, working-class residents, as well as counties that shifted hard against Vice President Kamala Harris in the fall.

Republicans had hoped to capture the seat in Michigan's Eighth District after Representative Dan Kildee, a Democrat and local institution, retired. Instead, State Senator Kristen McDonald Rivet won by 6.7 percentage points.

"This was a big win, a really important win in a tough seat," said Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, Democrat of Michigan.

Ms. McDonald Rivet is an Ohio-hating Michigan sports enthusiast and mother of six. ("I know," she said in one memorable ad. "That's a lot.") She has a coarse take on politicians, using a bleeped-out expletive in the ad to call most of them "full of" garbage. Her milk-guzzling 15-year-old son, she liked to say, kept her closely attuned to the price of groceries.

She will hold a freshman leadership position with the moderate New Democrat Coalition in Congress.

The New York Times caught up with her about why her party's economic messaging alienated some voters, what national Democrats could learn from her race and why she spent "almost zero time" discussing the state of the nation's democracy.

Here are excerpts from the interview, which have been edited for length and clarity:

You outperformed Vice President Kamala Harris across a challenging district for your party. What is the biggest lesson the national party should take from your victory?

We focused continuously -- almost exclusively -- on pocketbook issues, on getting more money in people's pockets.

I spent a lot of time on TV looking directly into the camera and talking about how I worry about the same things.

We set out from the very beginning to not make my congressional race a surrogate for the top of the ticket. This was a race between me and my opponent, my work, not just in the State Senate but my lifetime work of having accomplished things that impact the economic stability of families.

Very basic needs feel like they're getting further and further out of reach. Any campaign that's not talking about that, and concrete ideas to address that, will not be able to win a district like mine.

Does the national Democratic Party have a perception problem in your district?

It's not about a rejection of Democrats and an acceptance of Republicans. It is a rejection of anybody they feel is not like them and is not talking straight.

I don't think that means that we've seen this big Republican sweep. I think what it means is that people want to feel seen.

A lot of what they see from people on both sides of the ticket, frankly, are talking points, generalities, promises that aren't kept, language that they don't actually use.

Like what?

I don't want to talk about "inflation." I talked about the price of eggs. We're not, you know, having a conversation about the market. We're not talking about interest rates.

A huge swath of folks in my district work in the service industry. We can talk about raising income. Or you can say, "I'm not going to tax your tips." That is so real.

What's the single most important thing Democrats can do to win back the voters who supported you but not the top of the ticket?

We have to base our campaigns in economic reality.

The system feels stacked against so many people. And when we take those messages and we want to talk about a sort of esoteric policy ideology, you lose people.

There are big parts of our government that are broken that have to get fixed. And we actually need to help people earn more money and keep more of their money, especially working-class people who are making less than 60 grand a year.

When you and I spoke at the beginning of 2023, you told me that in your State Senate district, "folks were outraged by Jan. 6, but if that's all you talk to them about, you're not going to win their vote."

That's right. So, honestly, I see Democrats still really -- sort of hard-core Democrats -- still really outraged by Jan. 6. And frankly, I'm still outraged by Jan. 6. But if you are worried that you're not going to keep your heat on, you care less about those things. 

I spent almost zero time talking about the state of the democracy.

Let me just be really clear. Of course it's important. And there are things that we need to worry about. But the very first thing we have to do is to commit ourselves to an agenda that makes it so everybody can thrive.

There's an interesting contrast in how you talked about cost of living and how the Biden administration often talked about it.

When we talk about the economy and the data points that are typically associated with measuring the economy, and the jobs report and all of those things -- great, beautiful and nice leading indicators, all of that -- that doesn't mean anything to people who don't have money in the market and aren't watching at that level.

What really matters to them is how much it costs at the grocery store and the gas pump.

While we were trying to say: 'Look, we have a softer landing. We are doing better than anyone else post-pandemic,' it lands on families in my district as tone-deaf when they can't afford to eat meat more than once a week.

What will be your biggest priority in your first term?

Trying to be incredibly realistic about what it means to be a freshman member in the minority, but my priority is always that space around, how do we raise median income in Michigan and make sure that every single kid is in a good, strong school and has a pathway to the middle class?

I would love to be able to make some progress on restoring the expanded child tax credit. If we can't get that done, shame on us.

And we have got to do something about the cost of child care. I am not retiring until we've made progress.

If you run for re-election in 2026, you will do so during the Michigan governor's race. With whom would you most like to share a ballot?

A moderate who focuses on more money in pockets.

What do you think of Jocelyn Benson, the Michigan secretary of state, who is widely expected to run for governor?

She's an amazing leader.

And Pete Buttigieg? Should he run?

He actually did a rally for me. He's also an amazing leader who I like very much. I have a long relationship with Mike Duggan, the mayor of Detroit. And then Sheriff Chris Swanson out of Genesee County is going to put together a bid for governor. He's kind of a dark-horse candidate, but he's also amazing.

What do you think of Mr. Duggan's decision to run for governor as an independent?

It would feel shocking if it were anyone else. But Mike Duggan is the guy who won his first race as mayor of Detroit in a write-in campaign. So it's a mistake to politically underestimate Mike Duggan.
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Far-Right Militias Seek Role in Trump Deportation Plan

The incoming administration said it would not rely on outside groups to carry out its plan to deport millions of immigrants, but militias have a long record of inserting themselves into patrolling the border.

A member of a militia group in Sunland Park, N.M., in 2019. Several far-right organizations have recently offered to insert themselves into President-elect Donald J. Trump's deportation plan. Ryan Christopher Jones for The New York Times



By Alan Feuer



Dec 11, 2024 at 07:32 PM

A few days after the election, William Teer, who runs the Texas Three Percenters, a local far-right militia group, wrote to President-elect Donald J. Trump with an offer: His organization could help Mr. Trump carry out his plan to deport millions of people who are in the United States illegally.

"In support of our nation's commitments to lawful immigration practices, I wanted to extend my willingness to assist, in cooperation with local law enforcement and community programs, to promote the safety and security of our state," Mr. Teer wrote. "I am available for further discussion."

He said Mr. Trump had yet to respond. A spokesperson for Mr. Trump's transition team said the mass deportation plan would use state and federal resources, not private ones. But Mr. Teer's offer was one of several recent efforts by far-right organizations, including some that have a history of taking it on themselves to patrol the border with Mexico, to insert themselves into the deportation plan.

Richard Mack, the founder of a group of hard-right sheriffs, said on television last week that if members of his organization assisted with the initiative, it would make it "a lot easier and a lot cheaper and a lot more effective." And last month, members of other militia-style groups also volunteered their services, with some discussing in private group chats their desire to get involved.

Richard Mack, the founder of a group of far-right sheriffs, said last week that it would be "a lot easier and a lot cheaper and a lot more effective" if members of his organization assisted with Mr. Trump's initiative. Adam Amengual for The New York Times


The push by some militia groups to help Mr. Trump reflects how one of his signature policy proposals mirrors ideas that once existed solely on the fringes of American politics. Militia groups, especially in border states, have a long history of supporting enforcement efforts, sometimes taking migrants into custody on their own and turning them over to lawful authorities in agencies like the U.S. Border Patrol.

And while the new administration says it has no plans to call on the militias for help, the offer of assistance comes as Mr. Trump and his advisers confront an expensive and complex logistical problem: Deporting millions of undocumented immigrants would require an investment of resources in immigration enforcement that has never been seen.

Last month, Tom Homan, a former immigration official nominated to oversee the deportation effort, seemed open to the idea of using nontraditional personnel to carry out the plan.

In an interview with Fox News, Mr. Homan spoke admiringly of the messages he received from "thousands of retired border patrol agents, retired military, that want to come in and volunteer to help this president secure the border and do this deportation operation."

Advocates for immigrants have raised concerns that the policy could require hiring more than 30,000 new immigration agents and lead to thousands of "mixed status" families being torn apart. The plan has been criticized because of Mr. Trump's suggestion that he might use military personnel to carry it out, operating under arcane laws like the Alien Enemies Act of 1798.

There is a long history of private vigilante groups patrolling the 2,000-mile U.S. border with Mexico, sometimes leading to trouble.

In 2011, the leader of an anti-immigration border patrol group called the Minutemen American Defense was convicted of shooting and killing a 9-year-old and her father after breaking into their home in Arizona.

Earlier this year, federal prosecutors accused a member of a militia in Tennessee of gun charges after he told an undercover agent that he was planning to travel to the southern border with an arsenal of weapons and commit acts of violence against agents because the United States was "being invaded" by migrants.

Border Patrol agents processing migrants after they were apprehended in Sunland Park, N.M., last month. Paul Ratje for The New York Times


Any involvement by militia groups in the deportation plan, sanctioned or not, would also add an extra layer of complexity to the task of carrying out the proposal, adding to the complex legal and security risks at play.

"The dangers are considerable and could include militias engaging in violence against immigrants," said Heidi Beirich, a co-founder of the Global Project Against Hate and Extremism. "Besides, these groups exist outside the legal rules that federal agents would have to follow. So under what authority would they even be taking part in this?"

In an interview by text message this week, Mr. Teer sought to play down such concerns. Echoing Mr. Trump, he said his organization -- which takes its name from the supposed three percent of the U.S. colonial population that rose to fight the British -- wanted to focus on immigrants with criminal records and had no problem with people "coming to this country and doing it the legal way."

He also said that he and his compatriots could supplement the federal agents who would be called upon to execute Mr. Trump's plan and would bring to bear on the initiative their experience in working at the border.

"We can supply man power to assist the government," Mr. Teer wrote. "We have also been to the border, ran patrols to protect citizens."

Several members of Three Percenter chapters in Florida and California have been prosecuted in connection with the attack on the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. One member of the Texas chapter, Guy Wesley Reffitt, was convicted in 2022 of wearing an illegal pistol on his hip as he helped to lead the charge on the Capitol at the first criminal trial stemming from the attack.

In his letter to Mr. Trump, Mr. Teer said he had been in contact with other organizations "across the South" that were also committed to helping with the deportation plan. He declined to identify the groups but said there were several in border states like Texas and California that wanted to be involved.

"They would all be willing to assist at the border and in rounding up illegals," Mr. Teer's letter said.

The leader of one such group, Arizona Border Recon, recently told Wired magazine that he had been in contact with Mr. Trump's transition team about helping with the deportation project.

"We're in talks with a few different people," said the group's leader, Tim Foley. "We have a better lay of the land than the federal agents do."

Members of Arizona Border Recon in 2019. There is a long history of private vigilante groups patrolling the 2,000-mile U.S. border with Mexico. Johnny Milano for The New York Times


Mr. Foley did not respond to emails from The New York Times seeking comment.

Shortly after the election, members of another militia-style group, the Tactical Civics Institute, shared posts in a group chat on Telegram expressing interest in private organizations helping Mr. Trump. The Telegram posts were provided to The Times by a person who quietly monitors the chats.

"When President Trump closes the border," a member of the group chat who called herself Mary Constitution Enforcer wrote on Nov. 6, "he needs the volunteer Militia there to do the job."

In another private chat, one commenter recently wrote, "I'm going to be extremely happy if they would deputize civilians in the war on invasion from the borders."

Another user, employing the screen name Pavel, replied directly to the post.

"Yes sir," the person wrote, "I've been inquiring into that w some close to this admin."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/us/politics/far-right-militias-border-trump.html
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The Prominent Maryland Family of the Suspect in the C.E.O. Killing

Until the arrest this week of Luigi Mangione, the family was best known for building a business that has made them a force in local politics and charity.

Luigi Mangione was led into court on Monday in Hollidaysburg, Pa. Rachel Wisniewski for The New York Times



By Amy Qin
Reporting from Greater Baltimore.


Dec 11, 2024 at 04:11 AM

Long before the shooting, before the manhunt and before the arrest of Luigi Mangione in connection with the killing of a health care executive, the Mangione name was well-known around Baltimore.

The Mangiones, fueled by the competitive, combative spirit of their immigrant patriarch, built a formidable family business that made them a force in local politics and charity.

When Nick Mangione Sr., Luigi's paternal grandfather, thought that he was being discriminated against at country clubs in the early 1970s because he was Italian, he bought his own golf resort. When he got tired of waiting for permission to build a second golf course at one of his clubs, he sent in bulldozers to begin clearing the land. And when one of his sons was cut from a local soccer team, Mr. Mangione barred the team's coach from his country club.

"Nick Mangione is foremost identified as a family man," Thomas J. D'Alesandro III, the former Baltimore mayor and late brother of former Speaker Nancy Pelosi, told The Baltimore Sun in 1995. "He is maybe a little rough around the edges and maybe with an aggressive personality, but a man with a big heart."

When he died in 2008, the elder Mr. Mangione left behind 10 children, more than 35 grandchildren and a collection of business holdings, which now include two country clubs, a chain of nursing homes and a local conservative radio station. The Mangiones are longtime supporters of numerous local causes and institutions, including Loyola University Maryland and the Greater Baltimore Medical Center, where the high-risk obstetrics unit bears the Mangione name.

Until this week, those commercial and philanthropic pursuits were the principal sources of the family's prominence. Then, on Monday, Luigi, 26, was arrested in Altoona, Pa., and charged with second-degree murder and other offenses in connection with the killing last week of Brian Thompson, the chief executive of UnitedHealthcare.

The fatal shooting, in Midtown Manhattan outside a hotel where UnitedHealthcare was hosting a conference for investors, stirred panic among employees at the company and other health insurers. An internal police report obtained by The New York Times said writing found on Mr. Mangione indicated that he saw the killing as a direct challenge to the health care industry's "alleged corruption and 'power games.'"

But prosecutors have not said what they believe the motive for the killing was, and much about Mr. Mangione is still being pieced together by investigators from the New York Police Department and other agencies.

The 2016 valedictorian at a prestigious all-boys prep school in Baltimore, Mr. Mangione went on to the University of Pennsylvania, where he studied computer science and earned a bachelor's degree and a master's degree.

Luigi Mangione delivering a speech as valedictorian in 2016 at the Gilman School in Baltimore. Nicole Munchel/The Baltimore Sun, via TNS -- Getty Images


Friends said that he had been suffering from a painful back injury when, about six months ago, he suddenly and inexplicably went dark, prompting worried family members to ask his friends about his whereabouts.

On Monday night, a cousin, Nino Mangione, who is a Maryland state legislator, posted a statement on behalf of the family on X saying that the family was "shocked and devastated" by Luigi's arrest.

"We only know what we have read in the media," the statement read. "We offer our prayers to the family of Brian Thompson and we ask people to pray for all involved."

On Tuesday evening, access to the Hayfields Country Club, a sprawling rural property north of Baltimore that is owned by the family and where Mr. Mangione's parents also own a house, remained closed off to reporters.

"It's a very strong family," Anthony J. Ambridge, a former Baltimore city councilman, said in an interview, noting that he had recently seen many members of the Mangione family during a fund-raiser for Baltimore Polytechnic Institute.

The story of the Mangione family in America begins far from swank charity events and verdant golf courses, in the gritty, rowhouse-lined streets of Baltimore's Little Italy.

Born in 1925, Nicholas Mangione Sr., known as Nick, started working at age 11, after his father, an illiterate immigrant from Italy, died of pneumonia, leaving the family without income. During World War II, Nick Mangione joined the Navy and fought in the South Pacific before returning to Baltimore, where he began laying bricks and eventually built a successful contracting company.

In the early 1970s, Mr. Mangione and his wife, Mary, also the daughter of Italian immigrants, moved to the Baltimore suburbs to accommodate their growing family.

In 1978, they made what was considered a risky acquisition. With a bank loan and about $750,000 of their own money, they bought the Turf Valley Country Club, in Howard County, outside Baltimore.

"People thought I needed money from the Mafia to buy this place," Mr. Mangione once recalled to The Baltimore Sun. "They asked me what family I belonged to. I told them: 'I belong to the Mangione family. The Mangione family of Baltimore County.'"

Over the years, the Mangiones converted the 1,000-acre club into one of the county's few full-service resort and conference centers.

The gamble paid off. The venue, which is now known as the Turf Valley Resort, became a popular destination, hosting everything from high school proms to political fund-raisers.

Along the way, Mr. Mangione developed a reputation for a brusque business style. In 1988, a furor erupted when Mr. Mangione's nephew, then a manager at the Turf Valley resort, was recorded using a racial slur after placing a call to a Black community leader and not realizing the answering machine was recording.

Facing a boycott and mounting public pressure, Mr. Mangione took a confrontational tack. He rescinded a sizable pledge to a local hospital, he withdrew from some local school and charitable programs and he halted the complimentary practice time he had been providing to the high school golf team. And although Mr. Mangione fired his nephew for the racist remark, the man was rehired months later.

It was just one of many clashes that Mr. Mangione had with local officials and the community over the years, especially as the family empire grew to include the Hayfields Country Club, in Cockeysville, Md., and the conservative radio station WCBM-AM 680. The family also founded a nursing home and assisted living company called Lorien Health Services, which operates more than a dozen facilities in Maryland.

The Mangione family owns the Hayfields Country Club, in Cockeysville, Md. Josh Morgan/USA Today Network


"It's a two-way street," Mr. Mangione said not long after the Turf Valley episode. "If I am judged guilty and I'm not guilty, then they're not friends of mine."

There was a softer side to the Mangione family, too. Before her death in 2023, Mary Mangione, Luigi's paternal grandmother, served on the board of the Baltimore Opera; as president of the Catholic Daughters of the Americas, a women's organization; and as a trustee of the Walters Art Museum.

And friends of Mr. Mangione often refer to his fierce dedication to his family. All 10 of his children -- five sons and five daughters -- worked for the family company, taking over the business after the patriarch's death in 2008.

They include Luigi's father, Louis Mangione, known as Lou, who still works for the family business. Luigi's mother, Kathleen, comes from another prominent local Italian American family. The daughter of Joseph N. Zannino Jr., who founded a funeral home in the heart of the Italian community in East Baltimore's Highlandtown neighborhood, Kathleen now runs a boutique travel company.

In addition to Luigi, they have two daughters, MariaSanta, who is a physician-in-training in Texas, and Lucia, an artist in the Baltimore area.

In 1993, Louis and Kathleen purchased a home in Towson, a suburb outside Baltimore. Built in the 1960s, the four-bedroom, split-level house on a wide cul-de-sac was listed as Luigi's address on a report that the police in Altoona filed on Monday after his arrest.

The Mangiones sold the house in June for $865,000, property records show. Speaking to a reporter on Tuesday night, one neighbor described the community as close-knit and family-oriented. Just a few days ago, she said, neighbors organized a tree lighting. Cups of hot chocolate were passed around, and Santa Claus also made an appearance.

Reporting was contributed by JoAnna Daemmrich, Juliet Macur, Campbell Robertson and Ashley Southall. Susan C. Beachy contributed research.
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UnitedHealthcare C.E.O. Laid to Rest as Family Mourns Privately

Brian Thompson was remembered in his Minnesota hometown as a devoted father to his two sons.

Brian Thompson grew up in a working-class family in Jewell, Iowa. His mother was a beautician, and his father worked at a facility to store grain. UnitedHealth Group, via Associated Press



By Amy Julia Harris and Ernesto Londono



Dec 11, 2024 at 12:46 AM

Brian Thompson, the chief executive of UnitedHealthcare who was gunned down in a brazen killing in New York, was laid to rest this week at a private funeral service in his Minnesota hometown.

On Monday, while the nation was transfixed by the arrest of a 26-year-old man from Maryland who was charged with the murder, family and friends of the slain executive gathered at a Lutheran church in Maple Grove, Minn., to mourn the loss of a husband and father who ascended from modest roots in Iowa to one of the most powerful roles in the health care industry.

In the days since Mr. Thompson's death, there has been an outpouring of anger at the insurance industry for denying medical claims, with some people even seeming to cheer his killing online. The vitriol has stunned those who were closest to Mr. Thompson, leaving many of them to grieve his death in private ways.

"Brian was an incredibly loving husband, son, brother and friend," Mr. Thompson's family said in a statement. "Most importantly, Brian was a devoted father to our two sons, and we will miss him for the rest of our lives. We appreciate the overwhelming outpouring of kind words and support we have received."

Mr. Thompson, 50, grew up in a working-class family in Jewell, Iowa. His mother was a beautician, according to family friends, and his father worked at a facility to store grain, according to an obituary of his father.

He spent his childhood summers "walking beans" on farms, going row by row through the fields to kill weeds with a knife, or working manual labor at turkey and hog farms, according to two friends.

"He was just a farm kid living out in rural Iowa," said Taylor Hill, 50, a close friend of Mr. Thompson from childhood. "Everybody got along with him and he got along with everybody else. He was just a great, silly, funny, smart guy to be around all through the years that I have known him."

A diligent student, Mr. Thompson quickly rose to the top of his class of about 50 students at South Hamilton High School in Iowa, graduating as valedictorian in 1993, teachers said. He threw himself into extracurricular activities, playing on his high school basketball team and the golf team, and playing trombone in the school's marching band and orchestra, yearbook photos show. He was homecoming king his senior year, and class president.

Dick Steffen, who taught government and economics at the high school, recalled having students enter a national essay contest to vie for a free trip to Washington, D.C. Mr. Thompson's essay won. When it was time to travel to collect the award, Mr. Thompson told his classmates that he was nervous because it would be his first time flying in an airplane.

"He was an excellent student and a model person," Mr. Steffen said. "He was a super kid."

Mr. Thompson went on to attend the University of Iowa, graduating with a degree in business administration with a major in accounting in 1997, according to a university spokesman. He graduated with special honors near the top of his class.

His wife, Paulette Reveiz, also attended the University of Iowa around the same time, studying business administration and receiving a master's degree in physical therapy. They raised two sons in Maple Grove, a suburb of Minneapolis.

By many accounts, Mr. Thompson kept a low profile in his personal life. He attended his son's lacrosse games, according to colleagues, and maintained a love of golf, taking his two sons out to the course, according to friends.

But Mr. Thompson was best known for his role in the health care industry, and was devoted to a demanding job, colleagues said.

Mr. Thompson, whom colleagues knew as "BT," joined the conglomerate UnitedHealth Group in 2004, and spent about 20 years rising through the ranks.

He became chief executive of the insurance division, UnitedHealthcare, in April 2021, leading a unit that employs about 140,000 people and reported $281 billion in revenue last year. Under his leadership, the company's profits rose to more than $16 billion last year from $12 billion in 2021.

Mr. Thompson received total compensation of $10.2 million last year, with $1 million in base pay augmented by substantial cash and stock grants.

Colleagues said Mr. Thompson was aware of complaints about the health insurance industry, but at investor conferences and on his LinkedIn account he conveyed a desire to make health care more accessible.

"We work every day to find ways to make health care more affordable, including reducing the cost of lifesaving prescription drugs," he wrote on LinkedIn a year ago as he promoted the company's efforts to reduce the cost of medical treatments.

But during Mr. Thompson's tenure, UnitedHealthcare and its parent company were accused by lawmakers and regulators of systematically rejecting health claims.

UnitedHealth Group was the subject of a blistering report by a Senate panel this year that documented insurers' refusal to pay for the care of older people recovering from falls or strokes. Mr. Thompson's company was cited for a surge in denial rates of post-acute care for people on private Medicare Advantage plans, which increased to 22.7 percent in 2022 from 10.9 percent in 2020.

Earlier this year, Mr. Thompson and two other UnitedHealth Group executives were accused of insider trading and fraud in a lawsuit filed by the Hollywood Firefighters' Pension Fund.

The lawsuit claimed Mr. Thompson sold $15 million in personally held company stock while the Justice Department was starting an antitrust investigation into UnitedHealth Group, an inquiry that he and other executives had failed to disclose. When news of the investigation became public, the price of the company's stock plunged, erasing nearly $25 billion in shareholder value, according to the lawsuit. On Tuesday, officials from UnitedHealth Group declined to comment on the matter.

Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old man charged with the killing, had a document conveying disgust with insurance executives when the police took him into custody on Monday, according to investigators.

Friends and colleagues said they struggled to reconcile how Mr. Thompson, a man they remembered as mild-mannered and humble, could be portrayed as a symbol of the excesses of the health insurance industry.

Steve Nelson, the president of Aetna and a former chief executive at UnitedHealthcare, said Mr. Thompson had a self-deprecating sense of humor that put others at ease. "He actually was the smartest guy in the room, without being annoying," Mr. Nelson said.

Matt Burns, a former colleague at UnitedHealthcare, described Mr. Thompson as an "incredibly talented guy and a very practical leader."

"He was a guy who had Midwestern roots," said Mr. Burns, 46, who left the company around 2018. "He was practical and relatable and had this human touch with everyone he came across that made them feel like they were the most important person in the room."

Mr. Burns said former colleagues were in a state of shock. People in the health insurance field were well aware that "there are people who often vilify and assume the worst" about the industry, he said, but no one was expecting this.

"I think people are at a loss," he said.

Mr. Hill, who grew up with Mr. Thompson but lost touch after high school, said he had recently reconnected with his friend. Despite his corporate success, Mr. Thompson remained the same funny, down-to-earth guy, Mr. Hill said.

"A lot of people are judging him, not knowing him at all," he said. "And it's not right. That's not him. It's just a sad thing of what has happened and even more sad of what people have tried to turn him into."

Reed Abelson contributed reporting. Kirsten Noyes contributed research.
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Reaction to C.E.O. Killing Exposes Frustrations With Health System

In some quarters, the suspect in Brian Thompson's murder is being defended and even applauded by Americans who share his outrage over the insurance industry.

After Brian Thompson was fatally shot on Dec. 4 in Midtown Manhattan, some people expressed support for the gunman online. Karsten Moran for The New York Times



By Dionne Searcey and Sarah Kliff



Dec 11, 2024 at 12:03 AM

The killing of the UnitedHealthcare chief executive Brian Thompson has mesmerized a deeply polarized nation that shares a collective frustration over dealings with health insurance companies.

On social media, some people have cheered for the gunman and expressed little remorse over the death of Mr. Thompson, 50, a father of two boys from Maple Grove, Minn., with some painting him as the villain in a national health care crisis.

And now that the identity of the suspect, Luigi Mangione, 26, has been revealed and more photos of him have emerged, he is being defended or even applauded in some circles. 

That adulation reflects public anger over health care, said Nsikan Akpan, managing editor for Think Global Health, a publication that explores health issues at the Council on Foreign Relations. "The UHC killing and the social media response stem from people feeling helpless over health coverage and income inequality," he said. The topic is so often ignored by American public officials, he said, that voters have stopped listing it as a top priority.

"A targeted killing won't solve those problems, and neither will condoning it," he added.

Experts who reviewed the flood of social media posts expressing support for Mr. Mangione said that while it can be difficult to assess the provenance of posts, none have the telltale signs of an "influence campaign" by a foreign entity.

"People are legitimately actually pissed off at the health care industry, and there is some kind of support for vigilante justice," said Tim Weninger, a computer science professor at Notre Dame and expert in social media and artificial intelligence. "It's organic."

Along with the more shocking posts online that have supported Mr. Mangione, numerous comments expressed anger at the murder of a man who spent years rising through the ranks of corporate America.

In recent months, Mr. Mangione had become estranged from family and friends, some of whom worried about his mental health when he fell out of touch after having spinal surgery, some of his friends said.

No evidence has yet emerged that he had a specific grievance with care provided by UnitedHealthcare or its parent company, UnitedHealth Group. In a short manifesto recovered from his backpack, he criticized United as "too powerful" and as abusing "our country for immense profit" but does not mention any of his own interactions with the company, or if he was enrolled in its coverage.

But as Mr. Mangione was led to an extradition hearing in Pennsylvania Tuesday, he seemed to nod to the outrage brewing in America, shouting to media gathered nearby, "This is completely out of touch and an insult to the intelligence of the American people."

Mr. Mangione's document tracks in part with the outrage that many Americans feel. As UnitedHealthcare's market capitalization has grown, he wrote, American life expectancy has not. His writings also condemn companies that "continue to abuse our country for immense profit because the American public has allowed them to get away with it."

"These parasites had it coming," read the manifesto. It added: "I do apologize for any strife and trauma, but it had to be done."

Luigi Mangione, accused of killing a health care executive in Midtown Manhattan, arrives for his arraignment in Hollidaysburg, Pa., on Monday. Rachel Wisniewski for The New York Times


The anger over the U.S. health care system has long been explored in popular culture.

In "John Q," Denzel Washington plays a man whose son needs a heart transplant but whose insurance won't cover it. In the slasher movie "Saw," the killer targets the man who denied him insurance coverage for an experimental cancer treatment. A chemistry teacher named Walter White starts cooking methamphetamine to pay his medical bills in the series "Breaking Bad."

Hollywood and the publishing industry reflect reality for many Americans: While insurance companies cover millions of claims a year, their denials can seem unjust.

That sentiment has grown in recent years, health insurance executives, policy experts and pollsters say, fueled by the rising costs of medical care and the emergence of huge bureaucracies that make seeing the doctor more difficult.

"There is this rage that is coming out," said Michael Perry, a pollster who has conducted hundreds of health care focus groups over the past decade. A few years ago, he would hear mixed consumer views on health insurance, with wealthier people generally speaking favorably about their plans.

"I don't hear that anymore," he said. "The wealth gap has closed, and there is no amount of money that can buy you good insurance."

High deductibles and co-payments are causing nearly two of five working-age adults to delay visiting the doctor and filling prescriptions, according to an August study by the Commonwealth Fund, a nonprofit, bipartisan health care research foundation. Those who do get care can become burdened by medical or dental debt, something almost one-third of working-age adults report experiencing, the study said.

"Once people get sick and need to use their plans, things can start to go wrong," said Sara Collins, a senior scholar at the Commonwealth Fund who focuses on access to health care coverage. "When that happens to people, they really aren't sure what to do."

Many patients don't realize they have the right to challenge an erroneous bill or a denial of coverage, she said. Others say they don't have time to navigate the labyrinthine insurance system to do so. The privileged pay up, and the poor give up.

"What we've ended up with is a deeply frustrated population with few channels for equitable relief," said Warris Bokhari, who left his vice president job at the insurer Anthem in 2021 and has since started a new company that helps patients file appeals. "No one is condoning violence against executives, but there are private tragedies happening every single day. For the most part, they go totally unheard and unknown."

Meanwhile, health insurance companies are profiting. The division overseen by Mr. Thompson reported $281 billion in revenue last year and provided coverage to more than 50 million Americans via plans for individuals, employers and people in government programs like Medicare.

Mr. Thompson earned a total compensation package last year of $10.2 million.

The fury over the high levels of pay for executives of an industry that so many resent was clear online in recent days. An internet meme circulating showed an image of a Patagonia vest, a wardrobe item that is popular with chief executives, flying at half-staff in mock sympathy for Mr. Thompson.

On social media, some posts are openly rooting for Mr. Mangione, an Ivy League graduate who was valedictorian of his private high school class and who comes from an influential real estate family in the Baltimore area. 

Commenters swooned over his looks; "Dave Franco" was trending on the social media platform X on Monday night, with users suggesting the actor play Mr. Mangione in a movie about the murder. "Free Luigi" T-shirts were offered for sale. A crypto coin was named after him and initially soared in value. A post that photoshopped Mr. Mangione into a scene in Tulsa, Okla., on the day of the shooting aimed to give him an alibi. 

The posts and commentary celebrating a murder suspect are crass yet not particularly unfamiliar in a country that has sometimes celebrated frontier justice and revenge killings.

"There's a long, long history of vigilantism in the United States dating to pre-Revolutionary times of people taking the law into their own hands because they don't think they can get justice any other way," said Michael Asimow, a professor at Santa Clara University School of Law.

Mr. Mangione has won support by taking action against what seems to be an intractable problem, he said -- even though he is accused of committing murder.

"Just about everybody has had negative experiences with health insurance companies that don't pay the claims or pay very low amounts," Mr. Asimow said, "so it's not surprising at all."

Lola Fadulu and Callie Holtermann contributed reporting.
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Private Insurers Must Now Cover Dyslexia Testing in New York

Gov. Kathy Hochul signed into law a first-in-the-nation bill requiring insurance companies to cover costs associated with dyslexia diagnoses.

The neuropsychological exams used to diagnose dyslexia can cost thousands of dollars, and are required in order to get children the services they need. Thalia Juarez for The New York Times



By Claire Fahy



Dec 11, 2024 at 06:48 PM

A significant hurdle facing dyslexic children in New York was cleared on Wednesday, when Gov. Kathy Hochul signed a bill into law that requires private insurers to cover the costs of key diagnostic tests.

The bill, the first of its kind passed in the United States, is designed to increase early diagnoses of dyslexia and other learning differences, such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or A.D.H.D.

Education leaders in New York have been slow to understand and adapt to dyslexia. Many students who struggle to read because of the condition are believed to have fallen through the cracks as the state has searched for ways to identify them and help them catch up.

As many as 10 to 20 percent of New York City students are estimated to be dyslexic, a share that Brad Hoylman-Sigal, the state senator who sponsored the bill, referred to as "daunting."

Diagnostic tests, known as neuropsychological exams, can cost up to $10,000 and are required before parents can request services from schools, Mr. Hoylman-Sigal said. In some cases, children may go undiagnosed because of a lack of access to testing.

"Part of the problem is that most parents don't have the resources to cover these exams," he said. "It's an 'aha moment' for so many parents understanding why their child may have been struggling in school."

It only took 10 minutes with a specialist for Grace Gastel, 12, a middle school student in Lower Manhattan, to receive a dyslexia diagnosis. The test, which she took when she was seven, required her parents to pay $5,000 out of pocket. Learning its results instantly changed her experience in the classroom.

"I think the biggest thing for me is that I had no idea what was going on," Grace said, describing how she felt at school before she found out she had dyslexia. "Reading was so straightforward as they taught it, but I had no idea how people could learn differently."

Mr. Hoylman-Sigal's own 13-year-old daughter found out she had dyslexia in fourth grade. Experts view that as a late diagnosis; ideally, students will be diagnosed between kindergarten and first grade, said Dr. Sally Shaywitz, a professor of pediatric neurology at Yale University's medical school.

"The frustration is that dyslexia is very common, but it's often misunderstood and more often ignored, and that hurts children," Dr. Shaywitz said.

Dinorah DellaCamera, a parent on Long Island whose son, Matthew, is dyslexic, has experienced that dynamic firsthand. When Matthew was in first grade, teachers wrote off his difficulties as typical of a boy his age, and suggested that he was just hyper or had a short attention span.

At one point, she said, they told her that Matthew would never read at grade level. One teacher even said she had never seen a student with dyslexia before.

Ms. DellaCamera said that Matthew's eventual diagnosis gave her a sense of empowerment and helped her advocate more effectively on his behalf.

Matthew, who is now 13, said in an interview that he had felt "stupid" in kindergarten as his classmates' reading ability outpaced his.

He quickly gained back his confidence once he was diagnosed, and he is now in accelerated classes in seventh grade -- although it took intensive tutoring outside school to reach that level.

"I always wanted to be more like my peers, and I thought it was very unfair that I had to do extra work," he said. "But luckily, it got me to where I am now. So I'm very grateful."

Dr. Shaywitz said that many students with dyslexia are exceedingly smart, but begin to feel less intelligent as they struggle to read. Early diagnoses are crucial to ensuring students stay confident, she said.

"People's idea of what smart is can be distorted," Dr. Shaywitz said. "And one of the definitions of dyslexia is someone who has trouble reading but has the intelligence to be a much better reader."

An increase in prominent people speaking out about their dyslexia in recent years -- including Gov. Gavin Newsom of California and Mayor Eric Adams of New York City -- has helped fight the stigma surrounding the diagnosis, she added.

Robert C. Carroll, who sponsored the bill in the State Assembly, said that he was diagnosed with dyslexia as a child in 1993. Receiving the diagnosis, he said, changed his life and helped him access the services he needed.

He said the legislation would help thousands of families.

"It is unjust that 30 years later there are still children whose dyslexia remains undiagnosed because their family can't afford to pay for a neuropsychological exam," Mr. Carroll said. "I authored this bill in response to what was clearly a pressing need."

Now that the law has been signed, the next and most crucial step, Mr. Hoylman-Sigal said, is to increase screening, which precedes a formal diagnosis and often alerts parents before symptoms fully emerge.

New York is one of only 10 states without legislation mandating screening, according to the National Center on Improving Literacy.

Screening tests generally cost less than $2 per student and take only 30 minutes to administer, but the city and state have yet to make them widely available. As a result, parents and teachers are often left to identify the early signs themselves.

Helen Roussel, a parent of two dyslexic children and a member of the state's Dyslexia and Dysgraphia Task Force, called the new law "a nice baby step."

"It's fantastic, because it means that more children will have access to evaluations and to find out what is going on," Ms. Roussel said. "One of the worst things for children is to sit there thinking, 'Oh, my goodness, there's something wrong with me.'"

That was the case for Ms. Roussel's daughter, Olivia, 16, who was diagnosed when she was eight years old and in elementary school on Long Island.

Olivia remembers wondering why lessons seemed so much harder for her than for her classmates, and says the shame she felt led her to act out.

"I just felt really embarrassed in class, not knowing the answers when everyone else did," she said.

That embarrassment can easily be cured with a diagnosis, Dr. Shaywitz said, but is one of the more challenging effects of dyslexia.

Grace Gastel was able to overcome it, and said she had felt more confident in school since her diagnosis. Her frustration was even eventually replaced with an affinity for learning.

"I love school," Grace said. "Knowing that I'm different and that I've gotten the help I need, I'm definitely improving."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/nyregion/dyslexia-new-york-insurance-coverage.html
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Malibu Fire Reminds Residents of the Perils of Living in Paradise

Flames threatened residential areas and forced thousands to flee, as firefighters fought to contain the Franklin fire.

A firefighter from the Long Beach Fire Department battling a brush fire near a housing complex at Pepperdine University on Tuesday. Philip Cheung for The New York Times



By Jesus Jimenez and Vik Jolly
Jesus Jimenez reported from New York, and Vik Jolly reported from Malibu, Calif.


Dec 11, 2024 at 04:07 PM

Firefighters in Southern California on Wednesday began to contain a fire that erupted in Malibu late Monday night and has burned more than 4,000 acres, destroyed several structures and forced thousands to evacuate the area.

Overnight, firefighters were able to contain 7 percent of the Franklin fire after battling strong winds on Tuesday, according to the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection. By Tuesday afternoon, dry and windy weather conditions had abated, offering firefighters a better chance at controlling the fire.

The improved conditions also led officials to lift a red flag warning for more than two million residents across Southern California.

Chief Anthony C. Marrone of the Los Angeles County Fire Department said at a news conference on Wednesday morning that officials were still assessing the full scope of the damage, but that their preliminary reviews found that at least seven structures had been destroyed and nine had been damaged.

Firefighters in Southern California on Wednesday began to contain a fire that began in Malibu late Monday night and burned nearly 4,000 acres. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


Overnight, firefighters were able to contain 7 percent of the so-called Franklin fire after battling tough conditions, such as strong winds and low humidity, on Tuesday. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


No injuries or deaths have been reported.

Nearly 20,000 residents were in the mandatory or voluntary evacuation zones, and officials urged them to continue to avoid the area until the fire was under control.

"The entire fire area remains under threat," Chief Marrone said.

At the news conference, Mayor Doug Stewart of Malibu said that although the fire had grown, the city was in a better position on Wednesday than it was a day earlier, when firefighters began working to contain the fire.





William Woodward, 65, found out he had lost his home to the fire in the Serra Canyon neighborhood when he was in Florida with his brother, who was undergoing surgery.

Mr. Woodward, a venture capitalist and biotech entrepreneur, said that the fire arrived as contractors were 15 days into a project trimming the oak, eucalyptus and ficus trees on his 1.2-acre property. A tree shredder still stood there on Wednesday next to a pile of mulch that firefighters had doused with water.

"The irony is that we were cutting back in case of a fire," Mr. Woodward said in a telephone interview from Florida. "We were about two days from being done. We were hauling everything away."

The 6,000-square-foot home in Malibu, he said, served as a refuge for his family to unwind.

"The home was like a relaxed place to bring your blood pressure down and a chill place to be," Mr. Woodward said. A Franciscan retreat up the hill has spectacular views, and the neighborhood itself is a great place for walks, he said.

Winds remained mostly calm on Wednesday morning in Malibu, where a long stretch of the Pacific Coast Highway remained closed, as the sun tried to peek through scattered layers of smoke and clouds.

In the hills above, a home on Mariposa De Oro Street was among the buildings that were destroyed in the Franklin fire. Firefighters on Wednesday were dousing hot spots on the property.

A neighbor, Alec Gellis, 31, said on Wednesday that he was trying to help remove a Lamborghini from the property for safekeeping at the owner's request. He said he and other neighbors were trying to get a key delivered for the sports car or to put it in neutral to push it.

"Just running on adrenaline," said Mr. Gellis, who said he had slept only four hours in the last 48 hours after he stayed behind to spray homes with water from his pool. "I don't even feel that tired."

Malibu residents were surveying damage and living under a cloud of smoke on Tuesday. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


Crews of inmates helped to prevent further damage in an area that had burned on the Pepperdine University campus. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


No injuries or deaths have been reported in connection with the Franklin fire, officials said. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


About 18,000 residents were in the mandatory or voluntary evacuation zones. Officials were urging them to continue to avoid the area until the fire was under control. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


Among others whose homes were damaged by the fire was Bruce Silverstein, a Malibu City Council member, who said in an interview that flames appeared to have entered his home through the chimney and burned one side of the house on the inside.

Mr. Silverstein evacuated after the fire began and sought shelter at a hotel in nearby Santa Monica before returning home later on Tuesday to see the damage.

"The house is going to be uninhabitable," he said on Tuesday night, as he drove toward Los Angeles with his wife to visit their son before staying again at the hotel. "It needs a major, major amount of work."

Los Angeles County Fire Department officials and other authorities working to tame the flames. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


More than two million residents in Southern California, including the Malibu area, remained under a red flag warning through Wednesday night. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


Sheriff Robert G. Luna of Los Angeles County urged residents in the area to continue to monitor evacuation orders. The partial containment of the fire, Sheriff Luna said, was "a step in the right direction."

"But this is still an ongoing situation," he said. "Stay alert."

Chief Marrone said that officials would closely monitor strong winds and low humidity throughout Wednesday, adding that the fire could spread to new areas if the winds shifted. Crews have also had to battle steep terrain in the Santa Monica Mountains above Malibu.

Some of the strongest winds appeared to have passed on Tuesday, according to weather reports, but the dry conditions could continue to fuel the Franklin fire before a chance of rain on Thursday.

Mr. Woodward said that he planned to return home this weekend and sift through the rubble of his five-bedroom, five-bath house. He hopes to find the important things: family memorabilia.

Two of his four children returned Wednesday to the site and found an album in the debris.

"So that's a start," Mr. Woodward said with a laugh. "Life is short. Material things only matter so much, and I am looking optimistically to finding five to 10 pictures."

Judson Jones contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/us/franklin-fire-malibu-california.html
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F.D.A. Tries Last-Ditch Move to Slash Nicotine Levels in Cigarettes

The agency is asking the White House, in the final days of the Biden era, to move ahead with plans to drastically reduce the addictive substance in traditional tobacco cigarettes.

The proposal is meant to slash nicotine levels in cigarettes to a level that makes them undesirable, aiming to limit the number of people who start smoking and helping smokers quit. Jenny Kane/Associated Press



By Christina Jewett



Dec 11, 2024 at 04:35 PM

In the final days of the Biden administration, the Food and Drug Administration is seeking White House approval to propose a drastic reduction in the amount of nicotine in cigarettes, a longstanding goal of public health experts that has faced stiff opposition from the powerful tobacco lobby.

The F.D.A. submitted the proposal to the Office of Management and Budget only on Tuesday, a sign that the move was perhaps more wishful and symbolic than realistic for a White House juggling many late-term agenda items. And traditionally, the budget office's review of agency proposals can take months.

"I think it's a milestone in progress toward the single most game-changing tobacco regulatory policy, in terms of lives that could be saved, that F.D.A. could ever do," said Mitch Zeller, a former director of the agency's tobacco center. "Having said that, it's only a proposed rule, and we're obviously in the waning days and weeks of an outgoing administration."

Even if the F.D.A. receives clearance from the White House to advance the proposal, whether it can survive once President-elect Donald Trump takes office in January is unclear given the sustained opposition from the industry. The tobacco lobby was also a significant donor to Mr. Trump's campaign; the cigarette maker Reynolds American had given $8.5 million to his main super PAC by late October.

Mr. Trump is known to personally oppose cigarette smoking, but has not weighed in recently on agency issues like nicotine levels in cigarettes. He has chosen Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as his likely nominee to run the nation's top health agency, and Mr. Kennedy has railed against federal subsidies given to tobacco growers, saying they eclipse those sent to other farmers who grow fruits and vegetables. He listed the problem as evidence that "we are just poisoning" people and contributing to chronic disease.

"It makes no sense if we want a healthy country," he said in a speech in August.

A World Health Organization study estimated in 2023 that the U.S. Agriculture Department allocated $437 million in subsidies to tobacco farmers from 2015 through 2020.

Dr. Robert Califf, the F.D.A.'s commissioner, announced the agency's intent to require tobacco companies to significantly reduce the amount of nicotine in traditional cigarettes in June 2022. The agency's aim was to slash the addictive nicotine to a level that would make cigarettes undesirable, helping people to quit smoking and cutting the rate of smoking beyond its current, historic low.

The F.D.A. confirmed Wednesday that its proposed rule had reached the White House. An agency spokesman said that if it were finalized, it "would be among the most impactful population-level actions in the history of U.S. tobacco-product regulation."

Cigarette smoking is linked to about 480,000 premature deaths a year.

To Dr. Califf, who spent decades working as a cardiologist, reducing smoking death and disease has been a central goal in improving the health of the nation. But he has aired frustration about getting proposals to the finish line.

This year, the Biden administration abandoned years of work on a proposal to ban menthol cigarettes, which make smoking more appealing to many people. It was fiercely opposed by Reynolds American, which makes billions of dollars in revenue from its Newport menthol cigarettes. Opponents of the plan framed concerns by Black people who smoke menthol cigarettes as an issue that could potentially cost Mr. Biden votes.

Neither the White House nor Trump transition officials responded to a request for comment.

The draft proposal to reduce nicotine levels elicited more than 7,700 comments from the public, including industry. The agency has since refined the plan, although it remains unclear whether the proposal would also affect nicotine levels in cigars, hookahs or e-cigarettes.

If the plan advanced, it would be a landmark change, said Erika Sward, the assistant vice president of national advocacy at the American Lung Association.

"We know that candy flavors and the marketing that tobacco companies do are what attracts kids and young adults to try tobacco products," she said. "But it's the nicotine that attracts them and addicts them in this lifelong battle with attempts to quit and with tobacco-caused disease."

Major cigarette companies including Reynolds American and Altria have responded to the proposal by saying they prefer harm-reduction efforts that include helping smokers make the transition to e-cigarettes, which are believed to be less harmful.

Companies have argued that such restrictions like requiring sharp nicotine reductions would be tantamount to product bans, which would violate a tobacco control law passed by Congress.

"Smoking rates are at historic lows and reducing nicotine content in cigarettes will not make these products less risky or improve public health," Luis Pinto, a spokesman for Reynolds American said in an email Wednesday. "These actions would effectively eliminate legal cigarettes and fuel an already massive illicit nicotine market."

Dylan Freedman contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/11/health/fda-low-nicotine-cigarettes-biden.html
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Michael Cole, a Star of 'The Mod Squad,' Is Dead at 84

The show, about three hippies who become undercover crime fighters, ran from 1968 to 1973. Mr. Cole had been the last of its three stars still living.

Michael Cole in the late 1960s. He was a star of the hit TV series "The Mod Squad" from 1968 to 1973. Earl Leaf/Michael Ochs Archives -- Getty Images



By Alexandra E. Petri



Dec 11, 2024 at 05:21 AM

Michael Cole, the actor best known as one of the three actors who played hip, young undercover police officers on the hit ABC crime drama "The Mod Squad," died on Tuesday at a medical center in Los Angeles. He was 84.

His death was confirmed by his representative, Rachel Harris. She did not specify a cause.

Mr. Cole was a young, struggling actor when he achieved overnight success on "The Mod Squad," which ran from 1968 to 1973 and co-starred Peggy Lipton and Clarence Williams III.

"The Mod Squad" was one of the first prime-time series to acknowledge the counterculture and an early example of multiracial casting. It centered on three hippies in trouble with the law, who avoid jail time by joining the police department and working undercover.

Mr. Cole played Pete Cochran, a wealthy kid who was kicked out of his parents' house for stealing a car. His fellow crime fighters were Linc Hayes, played by Mr. Williams, and Julie Barnes, played by Ms. Lipton.

The trio gave the show one of its taglines: "One black, one white, one blonde."

Clarence Williams III, Mr. Cole and Peggy Lipton while shooting an episode of "The Mod Squad" outside the Los Angeles County Museum. Bettmann -- Getty Images


The show, which addressed issues including racism, abortion, the Vietnam War and drug abuse, became a runaway hit. It launched Mr. Cole, whose Hollywood resume was thin, to fame.

Yet he nearly missed out. In his 2018 memoir, "I Played the White Guy," Mr. Cole said he initially turned down the role because he did not want to play a character who ratted on troubled teenagers.

"It sounds stupid, and I hope it never gets on air," Mr. Cole recalled telling the show's producer, Aaron Spelling, during his audition. But his attitude, he said, was exactly what Mr. Spelling was looking for in Pete Cochran.

Ms. Lipton died in 2019. Mr. Williams died in 2021. Mr. Cole was the last surviving regular cast member of the series, according to the Internet Movie Database.

Michael Cole was born on July 3, 1940, in Madison, Wis. He never knew his biological father, who abandoned him, his mother and his older brother when he was born. He dropped out of high school, got married at 16, had two children and was divorced by 20. He also began drinking at a young age, an addiction he opened up about in interviews and in his memoir.

Mr. Cole left Wisconsin and moved to Las Vegas, where he worked as a bartender and met the pop singer Bobby Darin, who encouraged him to pursue his dreams of acting.

After heading farther west, to Los Angeles, Mr. Cole said, he at times lived under freeways as he tried to navigate Hollywood. He took classes with the respected acting coach Estelle Harman, who offered him a place to sleep at her workshop and whom he credited with seeing his potential, he said in a 2018 interview on the video podcast "Making It With Terry Wollman."

Mr. Cole appeared in an episode of "Gunsmoke" in 1966 and had other minor TV roles before landing "The Mod Squad."

"The first P.R. tour we went on, the lady that went with us said, 'Your lives are never gonna be the same,'" he said in a 2007 interview with Movieweb. "I had no idea what that meant."

Mr. Cole in 2015. Reflecting on his life and career, he called himself "extremely lucky." Bobby Bank/WireImage -- Getty Images


In 1991, he appeared in 64 episodes of the daytime drama "General Hospital" as the villainous Harlan Barrett, a drug cartel member. His character was eventually killed off. His other television credits include "Get Christie Love!," "Police Story," "The Love Boat," "CHiPs," "Murder, She Wrote," "Acapulco Bay," "7th Heaven," "It" and "ER."

Alongside Ms. Lipton and Mr. Williams, Mr. Cole reprised his role in the 1979 television movie "The Return of the Mod Squad." He also appeared in other television movies, including "The Last Child" (1971), "Mystery Woman" (2003) and "Grave Misconduct" (2008).

He struggled with alcoholism throughout his career. In 1994, at the urging of his wife, Shelley Funes, Mr. Cole entered rehab at the Betty Ford Center. He credited Ms. Funes with his decades of sobriety.

His survivors include his wife and three children, Candi, Jeff and Jennifer, from two previous marriages, which ended in divorce. 

In the Movieweb interview, Mr. Cole, reflecting on his journey from living on the streets to landing a starring role in a hit television series, called himself "extremely lucky."

"I always try to give back, with acting, to the fans -- actually, I never called them fans, it's always been friends," he said. "If you work as hard, as an actor, as you should by all the gifts you're given, you'll be all right, because you're saying thanks to the friends, all the time."

Ash Wu contributed reporting.
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Times Insider


An Article on Hysterectomies Asks What Might Have Been Lost

Rachel E. Gross, a health reporter, was used to asking tough questions, but here her reporting presented a new challenge: Some patients didn't know which organs had been removed from their bodies.




By Rachel E. Gross



Dec 12, 2024 at 08:00 AM

Times Insider explains who we are and what we do and delivers behind-the-scenes insights into how our journalism comes together.

I first heard Stacia Alexander share her hysterectomy experience in March 2023, on a panel hosted by the group Let's Talk Menopause. I was stunned by her candor as she recounted being plunged into surgical menopause at the age of 45.

She had chosen to get the procedure in 2015, after two decades of dealing with painful, recurrent fibroids. But her surgeon, she said, hadn't laid out all her options. He had not clearly explained to her the function of her ovaries, nor the consequences of removing them, said Dr. Alexander, a psychotherapist. Instead, when she was already on the operating table, she recalls he asked her which of two hysterectomy types she wanted; flustered, she chose the one he said would help her avoid future surgeries.

He then removed her ovaries, uterus and fallopian tubes, according to her medical records.

Dr. Alexander soon began experiencing dramatic changes in her metabolism, moods and the mobility of her fingers. It would take three years for her to piece together the fact that these changes had been brought about by the removal of key hormone-producing glands -- her ovaries -- and that she would benefit from hormone therapy.

She hadn't realized she had the choice of keeping her ovaries. Nor did she know that, by current medical standards, there was no reason for them to be removed in the first place.

Dr. Alexander's story haunted me for months. Every patient should know their options before a surgery, and no surgery should be a puzzle that a patient needs to solve after the fact. I wondered: How many patients like her had also been left in the dark?

Many, according to six OB-GYNs who perform hysterectomies I spoke with during the three months of reporting that ensued. Often hysterectomy patients don't understand their full range of options. Some leave the operating room without realizing they no longer have, say, fallopian tubes, or a cervix,  as I reported for The New York Times's Science section.

How could medicine have failed so many patients, and failed them so monumentally?

Part of the answer lies in medical miscommunication: rushed consultations, the use of confusing medical jargon, or the failure of doctors to fully explain a patient's options. Many patients also lack a deep understanding of reproductive anatomy, and are either too embarrassed to ask for clarification or simply don't know what to ask in the first place.

"A lot of patients don't understand that they can choose which organs can be removed," said Andrea Becker, a medical sociologist who studies how patients understand their hysterectomies.

As a health reporter who has covered medical topics as intimate as genital nerve damage and clitoral injury, I know how difficult it can be for patients to share vulnerable medical experiences with a journalist. In this case, I also knew it would be a challenge to find people willing to talk to me about surgeries they may not have fully understood. I had to earn that privilege.

I started by emailing the moderators of several online forums for hysterectomy patients and people in menopause, as well as OB-GYNs. I asked them to forward to patients a note I had written introducing myself, explaining the goal of my article and leaving my contact information if they decided they wanted to reach out.

I spoke with several people first "on background," meaning that their stories could provide context for my article, but their names would not be included without their consent. If I wanted to include any part of their story, I explained, I would contact them again to get permission, review major details and answer any questions.

Many of those who reached out were motivated by a desire to help prevent others from going through what they had.

One woman, with fibroids, had had her ovaries and uterus removed in 1999, at age 52. Her doctor had prescribed estrogen pills to alleviate some of her symptoms, but three weeks later, she developed a blood clot that led to a stroke. She learned she had a genetic clotting condition and could no longer take estrogen. In the 25 years since, she has suffered from poor sleep, hot flashes and painful arthritis. "If I knew before my hysterectomy what I know now, I definitely would have opted to keep my ovaries," she told me.

At the same time, OB-GYNs emphasized that, for some, a hysterectomy can be a profound solution to chronic pain and bleeding. Dr. Marisa Brunetti, a 41-year-old veterinarian who had experienced endometriosis and "horrific" menstrual periods for more than a decade, was delighted to learn that a hysterectomy was an option -- and that it would be far less invasive than the open abdominal hysterectomies she performed on dogs and cats.

Listening to these stories, it was clear to me that a hysterectomy itself, like most medical procedures -- was neither inherently good nor bad. People like Dr. Brunetti, who were comfortable researching and asking questions, had had a very different experience from those who had felt rushed, blindsided or like they'd been given incomplete information.

I am grateful that the article has moved readers to speak up  in the comments section about their varied hysterectomy experiences. Some have shared anger and remorse; others have written about their relief after a hysterectomy put an end to years of suffering.

By reporting on a few of these experiences, I hope we can continue to widen the conversation and lift the stigma surrounding a shockingly common, yet little-talked-about, procedure.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/12/insider/an-article-on-hysterectomies-asks-what-might-have-been-lost.html



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




The Well Newsletter


Houseplants Can Make You Healthier

You don't need a green thumb to reap the benefits.

 Illustration by Matt Chase; Photographs by Getty Images



By Jancee Dunn



Dec 06, 2024 at 10:04 AM

I was on the phone with a friend the other day, and because I can't sit still, I started to dust the leaves on my sprawling bird of paradise plant.

This is nice, I thought, gently swabbing the plant while I chatted away in my living room. As the sun bathed each shining leaf, I grew more peaceful. I felt like climbing into the pot and roosting for a while.

Immersing yourself in nature is good for you. Being outdoors has been shown to improve your mood, concentration and mental health, among other things. But indoor green spaces, even small ones, have benefits for our physical and mental well-being, too.

Viewing nature indoors, one review of the scientific literature suggested, can lower your heart rate and blood pressure. The presence of plants in a hospital room has been shown to reduce pain and anxiety in patients.

Since we spend around 90 percent of our time indoors, I asked experts for ways to bring nature into our homes and work spaces.

New to indoor gardening? Start with these three plants.

If you're a beginner, some of the best houseplants are pothos, a ZZ plant and a snake plant, said Christopher Griffin, known on social media as Plant Kween and the author of "You Grow, Gurl."

They're easy to find, they have distinct personalities, and "generally, they are on the easier side of care," said Griffin, who uses they/them pronouns. "That doesn't mean that you won't send them to that little botanical garden in the sky."

It's trial and error, they added, admitting to a "complicated relationship" with ferns. "You've got to give yourself grace when it comes to plants."

You can also start small by growing some fragrant herbs inside, like rosemary, lavender and mint, said Kathy Willis, a professor of biodiversity at the University of Oxford and the author of "Good Nature: Why Seeing, Smelling, Hearing and Touching Plants is Good for Our Health."

Get your hands in the soil.

Touching soil, even if it's in pots on your windowsill, may improve your health as well. Dirt can benefit your microbiome, with possible benefits such as a stronger immune system, Dr. Willis said.

Preliminary research, she added, suggests you may get the same reaction from caring for houseplants.

So get your hands dirty, she said: Repot plants with your gloves off, and stroke the leaves as you're pruning. "Don't see plants as something to look at, but not touch," Dr. Willis said.

Tend to yourself while you tend your plants.

When Griffin is ministering to the 202 plants in their apartment, they use it as an opportunity to check in with themselves: Am I getting enough water? Have I gotten enough sunlight today, too?

They turn plant care into a meditative ritual. "Sometimes it's just me, myself and my 'green gurls,'" they said, "so I'll pour a little glass of wine and put on some Sade or some Mariah."

Or they'll use the time to pick up the phone and connect with someone. "I've had some of my best conversations with friends as I've been watering my plants," they said.

Lately I've been bringing nature indoors by listening to recordings of birdsong. The Macaulay Library at Cornell offers free soundscapes that will "drop the listener right in the middle of a dawn chorus in New York or Australia," said Kathi Borgmann, a communications manager at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology.

Your work space doesn't have to be a wasteland.

If you have an office that gets some light, consider bringing in something green, Dr. Willis said. The presence of plants in a work space has been shown to make workers happier and more productive, she said.

Even a bouquet from a deli or supermarket could be good for your health, Dr. Willis added -- a nice thought that researchers actually put to the test in a study of Japanese businessmen. (Those given a glimpse of roses scored better on psychological and physiological measures of stress.)

And, if you work at home, sit near a plant for the day, Griffin said. "You know, we don't always have to shove it into a corner," they said. "You can put it right in front of you and enjoy its beauty."

I now have five "plant buddies" at my formerly sterile desk. And when I mist them, I stealthily give myself a little spray, too.

One more thing: What's the best piece of advice you received this year? Send us a voice memo telling us the smartest, most useful, most effective advice you were given this year -- and we may use it in an upcoming episode of The Daily. Please include your full name and where you live. Send your recording by Dec. 9 to bestadvice@nytimes.com. We won't publish without verifying your info and hearing back from you.

Advertisement will go here, if sold. A horizontal rule will appear above the ad by default. Please place at a break in the content, where a horizontal rule exists below.



How can you extend your 'health span?'

While some "longevity influencers" are focused on living for as long as possible, most experts who study aging say that a better goal is to increase your "health span" -- the number of years a person lives without serious disease, particularly those related to aging.

Read the article: Why Aging Experts Are Obsessed With 'Health Span'




Chronic exhaustion is common. It's also treatable.

You get plenty of sleep, yet you constantly feel tired. What's going on? The answer, experts say, requires some detective work. Here are ways to identify and treat the source of your fatigue.

Read the article: Why Am I So Tired All the Time?




The Week in Well

Here are some stories you don't want to miss:



	Exercise for better sleep. Here's how.


	Why was a woman scratching her arms raw? Read the Diagnosis column.


	Some people 'microdose' Ozempic to lose weight without the side effects. Does this work?


	Can a workout help a hangover? Experts weigh in.



Let's keep the conversation going. Follow Well on Instagram, or write to us at well_newsletter@nytimes.com. And check out last week's newsletter about offbeat holiday traditions.
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Corrections: Dec. 12, 2024

Corrections that appeared in print on Thursday, Dec. 12, 2024.

Dec 12, 2024 at 02:30 AM

FRONT PAGE

An obituary on Wednesday about the poet Nikki Giovanni referred incorrectly to the people fatally shot by a student in 2007 at Virginia Tech, where Ms. Giovanni taught. He killed 33 people including himself, not 32; and his victims were students and faculty members, not just students.

INTERNATIONAL

Because of an editing error, an article on Tuesday about the first major #MeToo accusation in France proceeding to trial misstated the value of 150,000 euros in dollars under the current exchange rate. It is about $160,000, not about $190,000.

An article on Monday about the Romanian village of Pestera misstated an element of a World Bank report about the percentage of the Romanian population still dependent on subsistence agriculture. That description applies to a large share of those in the bottom 40 percent of the income distribution, not to all 40 percent of the population.

NATIONAL

An article on Wednesday about President-elect Donald J. Trump's monetization of branded merchandise misstated the number of times Mr. Trump ran for president. He was a candidate three times, not two.

OBITUARIES

An obituary on Aug. 16 about the actress Gena Rowlands referred incorrectly to her performance in the play "Middle of the Night" in 1956. It was her second appearance on Broadway, not her first. (She had earlier been a replacement in "The Seven Year Itch.") This correction was delayed because the error was only recently brought to the editors' attention.

Errors are corrected during the press run whenever possible, so some errors noted here may not have appeared in all editions.



To contact the newsroom regarding correction requests, please email nytnews@nytimes.com. To share feedback, please visit nytimes.com/readerfeedback.

Comments on opinion articles may be emailed to letters@nytimes.com.

For newspaper delivery questions: 1-800-NYTIMES (1-800-698-4637) or email customercare@nytimes.com.
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Appraisal


When Nikki Giovanni Was Young, Brilliant and Unafraid

The poet set the course for her revolutionary career early, and charted it faithfully for decades by staying true to her vision and herself.

Throughout her career, Nikki Giovanni asked: Who might we be outside of the hard histories we've been handed?



By Veronica Chambers
Veronica Chambers is the editor of the Narrative Projects team at The Times. Nikki Giovanni's "Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day" was one of the first books she purchased on her own, when she was 13.


Dec 10, 2024 at 08:06 PM

There's a clip of Nikki Giovanni and James Baldwin that keeps popping up on TikTok. The year was 1971. It was a little more than three years after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Richard M. Nixon was president and nowhere close to resigning. "Theme From Shaft" was No. 1 on the Billboard charts, "Imagine" by John Lennon was No. 6 and "Got to Be There" by Michael Jackson was No. 7. Nikki Giovanni was 28 years old, Baldwin was 47, and the two writers met in London to film a conversation for a public television series, "Soul!"

In the clip, Baldwin begins by saying, "If I love you, I can't lie to you." Giovanni blinks playfully and says, boldly, "Of course you can lie to me." Then she adds something surprising. "What the hell do I care about the truth?" she says. "I care if you're there. Like Billie Holiday said, 'Hush now, don't explain.'"

Baldwin eyes her carefully, dashing in his cravat. He's clearly amused. He seems to acknowledge without hesitation that she is intellectually his match; she has read the books, studied the history and the psychology of the moment. She has done the work. Like him, she plays the English language like a melody. Her words are rhythmic, carefully chosen, precise and elegant. She never raises her voice; her smile -- easy, generous -- lets him know she is pleased to be there with him. But she never lets him fall upon his righteous banter, that Baptist preacher meets Renaissance man of the world that he has so uniquely perfected.

Finally, she lets him know that she would appreciate some of the kindness that women of her generation were taught to turn on for men, not out of duplicity, but out of tenderness, affection and care. Plaintively, she turns to him and says: "Because I love you, I get the least of you, I get the very minimum. Fake it with me, is that too much for the Black woman to ask of the Black man?"

In one five-minute exchange, Giovanni has brought to the fore questions of race, the constrictions of midcentury gender roles and gently, but powerfully, asked, Who might we be outside of the hard histories we've been handed?

It was that combination of questions -- a constant interrogation of heritage, inheritance and "dreaming as planning," to use the Gloria Steinem phrase -- that gave Nikki Giovanni's work the kind of firepower that burned so brightly for more than 60 years, right up to her death on Monday at the age of 81. Change is a through line in her work. In "Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day," she wrote:

We are consumed by people who sing
the same old song STAY:
as sweet as you are
in my corner
Or perhaps just a little bit longer
But whatever you do don't change baby
Baby don't
change.
Something needs to change.


Her work, like her worldview, was never static. She changed and in the process, encouraged her readers to embrace the evolution of ideas and of self.

She was curious about the past. She wrote lovingly of Phillis Wheatley, the 18th-century writer who is believed to be the first Black American to publish a book of poetry, in "Linkage":

My mother ... caused awe ... in me for blowing ....
smoke rings ... What would a little girl think ... leaving Senegal ...
for that which had no name ... and when one was
obtained ... no place for her.


And she wrote with as much fervor about the future, especially space travel, becoming a favorite of NASA. In "Quilting the Black Eyed Pea (We're Going to Mars)," she wrote:

We're going to Mars for the same reason Marco Polo rocketed to China,
for the same reason Columbus trimmed
his sails on a dream of spices,
for the very same reason Shackleton
was enchanted with penguins
for the reason we fall in love
It's the only adventure.


Long after "Black Is Beautiful" stopped being a popular slogan, Giovanni found new ways to sing songs of self-empowerment. Her poem "Ego Tripping (there may be a reason why)" is a powerful example of why so many see her as bridging Motown and the hip-hop era. In the poem, she is braggadocious with words that one wouldn't be surprised to find in a song by Kendrick Lamar or Missy Elliott. She playfully explains to her readers that she is as swift as a gazelle, as divine as a goddess, that her strength "flows ever on" and that she was "so hip even my errors are correct." And lest you get it twisted, she reminds you: "I am bad" and "I am a beautiful woman."

Throughout her work, and she really never stopped working, there was a sense of urgency, that the wordplay, the history lessons, the dreaming of the future, the prose tartlets of optimism, inspiration, curiosity, compassion, really mattered. The woman who was once called "the princess of Black poetry" became a doyenne of American arts and letters and never took her foot off the gas.

All across the country, and on social media, fans of Giovanni's -- from Shonda Rhimes and Viola Davis to the poets Maggie Smith and Kwame Alexander -- are sharing her words, the poems that woke them up, calmed them down, inspired them to create, encouraged them to keep going. For those of us who loved her work, the loss feels profound because for some of us, Nikki Giovanni was a kind of Mr. Rogers figure: the poet as protector, teacher, a steady hand in a turbulent world. One can only imagine that the young woman of 28 could not fathom how beloved she would be at 81, that she would be the Baldwin, the elder stateswoman in the other chair. But on the other hand, there are hints in the work that very early on, she decided to take the long view, committed to the work for the long haul.

Martha S. Jones, a legal and cultural historian at Johns Hopkins University, said in a phone interview that her mother "didn't have a lot of poetry books on her shelves, but she had Nikki Giovanni." Jones noted that "partly what her longevity is about is generations. It's about how Giovanni really, with intentionality, never shied from the possibility of speaking to my mother, she speaks to me, she speaks to our daughters. She did that very deliberately. She never retreated into a moment or fixed herself in time. That's extraordinary. She lives this long, productive, multifaceted creative life."

Giovanni wrote poems you could taste and touch and feel. "Some fried chicken in a shoebox with a nice moist lemon pound cake" was one refrain, and this was undoubtedly part of her appeal -- but there were other forces at work. "'She made it look easy' is such a cliche," Jones said. "The reason she was on my mother's shelf was because it wasn't simply her work. She convinced my mother that she could be a poet. She convinced us that we could be poets. In that way, she is very different from Toni Morrison, whose work is so profound and whose craft is so inaccessible to us. Who amongst us? We are inspired by Morrison, but we don't actually believe that we could be like Morrison. That's the other reason she's on the shelves. Her way of prose let us all think we were on the verge of being poets if we weren't poets. We could aspire to that kind of craft and self expression. I don't think even Baldwin invited us to imagine ourselves to be like him."

In 1974, just a few years after her conversation with Baldwin, Giovanni wrote a poem called "Revolutionary Dreams." In it, she explained:

i used to dream radical dreams
of blowing everyone away with my per-
ceptive powers
of correct analysis
i even used to think i'd be the one
to stop the riot and negotiate the peace
then i awoke and dug
that if i dreamed natural
dreams of being a natural
woman doing what a woman
does when she's natural
i would have a revolution.


Giovanni was awarded 31 honorary degrees and performed at thousands of sold-out venues -- including Alice Tully Hall at Lincoln Center in 1972, the same stage that was such a home to Leonard Bernstein -- and participated in an HBO documentary about her life and work in 2023. In the end, although much of the work amazingly holds up, it was about more than the poetry. In word after word, crafted on the page and then lovingly read out loud, Nikki Giovanni had herself a revolution.
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Lights Dim on the Friars Club as Landmark Home Is Sold in Foreclosure

The six-story Manhattan townhouse, once the stomping ground of America's comic legends, was sold at an auction on Tuesday for $17.2 million.

The Friars Club ceased operations in its landmark New York townhouse in 2022 and long talked of reopening. But the building, in foreclosure, was sold at auction on Tuesday. Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times



By Julia Jacobs



Dec 10, 2024 at 09:00 PM

For decades, New York's Friars Club, the seat of American comedy and legendary roasts, has made its home in a landmark building on Manhattan's East Side. That era appeared to end on Tuesday, not with a punchline and a rimshot, but with a foreclosure auction in which the club's townhouse was sold to a creditor for $17.2 million.

"Going once, going twice," the auctioneer called out on Tuesday outside Federal District Court in Manhattan, where a dozen or so people had gathered to find out the club's fate. There were no other bidders.

With the smack of the auctioneer's hand on his legal pad -- there was no gavel -- the sale passed ownership of the Friars Club's six-story townhouse on East 55th Street to a California loan company.

The auction capped the yearslong decline of the storied comedy institution that had been a main haunt for the likes of Frank Sinatra, Ed Sullivan and Milton Berle. Hobbled by a flood and the pandemic, the club started missing payments on its $13 million mortgage last year, and the loan company moved to foreclose.

There were times when the institution's leadership was hopeful that someone would step in to buy the building and revive the comedy institution, but nothing panned out ahead of the auction.

Arthur Aidala, the club's last dean before it closed, who has tried to lift it out of crisis in recent years, said he continues to be hopeful that some plan will come together that could work to keep the Friars Club at the Friars Club.

"We are pleased that no bidder came to purchase the historic Friars Club building today," he said. "It is still in the hands of the lender, which gives us the opportunity to purchase it back and recreate the Friars Club with a new group of enthusiastic and experienced investors."

The sale includes not just the building but the contents inside, including memorabilia, fitness equipment and old liquor bottles and glassware left from its days as a watering hole for Manhattan's showbiz elite.

Because the exterior of the building has landmark status, the club cannot be torn down to make room for another of the glassy skyscrapers in its vicinity. But the buyer has full control over the interior, which includes rooms named after Barbra Streisand and Joe E. Lewis, a dining room known as The Monastery, offices and a fitness center.

One of the attractions of the club, beyond comedy and camaraderie, was its elegant interior spaces, filled with carved wood and stained glass. Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times


For many of the once-devoted members of the Friars Club, who relished the raunchy celebrity roasts and the proximity to fame, the club's demise has been drawn out over many years.

The club, a nonprofit corporation, lost its tax-exempt status in 2010. It received criticism for its spending on low-net charity events. Federal agents raided its offices in 2017 as part of an inquiry into its finances, and its director at the time, Michael Gyure, pleaded guilty to having filed false personal tax returns. The club retained him as its director for more than a year but today remains locked in a civil dispute with him that began after the club's board fired him in 2020.

A flood in 2020 shut down the club, and that crisis was quickly followed by the devastation of the pandemic.

By 2022, there were only a couple of hundred dues-paying members -- far below the roster of 2015 or so, when paid membership numbered more than 1,000.

But the bills kept piling up, and up, and up. After the club closed for the summer of 2022, as usual, it was not financially stable enough to reopen that fall.

The troubles became more serious the next spring, when the club was sued by Kairos Credit Strategies Operating Partnership, which said that the club was behind on mortgage payments. The company demanded that the club pay its $13 million in debt. But, it no longer had the money to do so.

In October, a federal judge declared that the club owed the loan company $18.6 million, including the debt, interest, legal expenses and other fees.

When the building was put up for auction, it was advertised as a "vacant landmark private club with conversion potential." According to the brokerage firm, possible uses included a single-family mansion, an embassy or consulate, a high-end restaurant, a boutique hotel or a cigar club. 

But when the sale came on Tuesday, no one else put in any bids, leaving the property to the loan company.

Mr. Gyure was among the observers there to see the building sold and said he was hopeful that the company would agree to resell it to someone interested in maintaining the institution.

"This is just another part of its evolution and history," he said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/10/arts/friars-club-home-sold-foreclosure.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Netflix's Surprising Selection of Free Video Games

A Netflix subscription gives you access to hit games like Into the Breach and Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, along with TV tie-ins like Squid Game: Unleashed.

The isometric puzzle game Monument Valley 3 is exclusive to Netflix subscribers. Netflix



By Sam Machkovech



Dec 10, 2024 at 10:00 AM

Three years ago, Netflix introduced a perk in an attempt to stand out from the cord-cutting fray: video games. Subscribers can pick from a variety of smartphone games and play them for no additional charge, each free of advertisements, microtransactions and other typical nuisances.

The selection of games has since grown in quantity (70 games and counting) and popularity (Grand Theft Auto games have been downloaded more than 36 million times). Some of the titles are exclusive, including Monument Valley 3, a sequel to the isometric puzzle games that was released on Tuesday; some are Netflix themed; and some are critical darlings. But which ones are worth pausing your "Love Is Blind" marathon to play?

Each bachelor and bachelorette in the Too Hot to Handle game franchise lays on a mix of cliches and surprising rejoinders while goading you into joining lusty competitions. Netflix


As Seen On Netflix

Too Hot to Handle 3

Many of Netflix's cheesiest shows have been adapted into smartphone games in which players become the protagonists of popular shows like "Emily in Paris," "Outer Banks" and "Selling Sunset." Generally, we recommend just watching these shows instead, as the writing in their "interactive fiction" adaptations is underwhelming.

But if you enjoy the tawdry side of reality dating TV, it's worth putting yourself into a contestant's shoes in Netflix's three Too Hot to Handle games. Their TV-14 content wins out thanks to the writing's self-awareness.

Each bachelor and bachelorette lays on a mix of cliches and surprising rejoinders while goading you into joining lusty competitions, with a dollop of supermarket-aisle romance-novel prattle stirred in for good measure. Pick a match (or two or three), make and break alliances, and enjoy a gentle amount of interactivity -- just enough to help you invest in the drama, and nothing more.

Runners-up



	Stranger Things 1984: An N.E.S.-style top-down adventure full of puzzles, combat and stealth.


	Queen's Gambit Chess: Choose from classic chess or a trippier version inspired by the TV series.


	Squid Game: Unleashed: An online party-battle game similar to Fall Guys.



Classic Adventures

The Case of the Golden Idol

Puzzle-adventure games were pioneered in the late 1980s, and hits like The Secret of Monkey Island and the Carmen Sandiego series stood out with a mix of intrigue, humor and clever mysteries. Decades later, an award-winning homage to that period is available on smartphones via Netflix, and it scales well to phone touch screens.

In The Case of the Golden Idol, tap around the scene of a crime to uncover clues in the form of words, and then insert those words into a police report's sentences to solve mysteries and expand the captivating story. The results are darkly funny, the vocabulary rich for the teen-and-up set. Any Netflix subscription also includes the equally compelling 2024 sequel, The Rise of the Golden Idol.

Runners-up



	Immortality: Review 1970s-style film reels to reveal information in a cold murder case.


	Paper Trail: Fold the edges of hand-drawn pages, in the style of Mad magazine, to make new pictures and solve puzzles.


	Arranger: Move a character by sliding her world around with your finger, which creates its own series of puzzly challenges.



To solve puzzles in Storyteller, you must move objects within the empty panels of a comic strip. Netflix


Fun for all ages

Storyteller

Netflix has many options for wordless, mindless gaming, but you can aim higher with a sneaky mix of kid-friendly and educational in Storyteller. Every puzzle in this award-winning game begins as a blank comic strip with movable objects and a one-sentence prompt like "A heartbreak is healed" or "Edgar shocks himself."

Move the available objects -- people, pets, tombstones, mirrors -- into the empty panels to tell a linear story that fits the prompt. The further you get, the more creative your answers can be. In your dream story, it's possible for a dog to get amnesia, come back to life and save the world.

Runners-up:



	Poinpy: Endlessly bounce upward in a colorful, arcade-inspired romp.


	Krispee Street: A "hidden objects" game a la "Where's Waldo?" with bubbly animated characters and helpful assists.


	Bowling Ballers: Knock as much cartoony stuff over as possible.



Cards and classics

Puzzle Gods

Candy Crush has nearly perfected the "match three gems" genre of easy-to-tap gaming, but what if you could enjoy the same formula with none of the distractions within? Netflix Games has a few match-three options, and the best by far is Puzzle Gods because of its breadth of puzzles, charming Olympian motif and steadily increasing difficulty.

Much like Candy Crush, levels will introduce temporary limits and hurdles. Certain colors of gems may be blocked, or boss monsters must be dealt with. But here you can fail and fail again without being asked to watch ads or buy in-game currencies.

Runners-up:



	Minesweeper and Solitaire: Clean, ad-free versions of the card classics.


	Pinball Masters: A tailored-for-Netflix adaptation of the popular Pinball FX series.



Depths of Gameplay

Into the Breach

Imagine a board game that pits anime-style robots against city-clobbering aliens where each move of a piece boils down to the lesser of two evils. Save your sergeant? Or protect a building full of civilians? Tricky monsters, limited mobility and natural disasters (earthquakes, volcanoes) factor into this game of three-steps-ahead troop management, and the result is among the most finely crafted adaptations of board game difficulty in gaming.

In great news, this PC and Switch hit translates nicely to touch-screen taps. Coming back after inevitable failure is fun thanks to a balance of high difficulty and accessible design, and a variety of fictional armies sweetens repeat play.

Runners-up:



	Monument Valley 1, 2, and 3: An M.C. Escher-esque series of visual puzzles.


	Spiritfarer: Create a Sims-like village to attract lost souls who you can talk with and usher to the afterlife.



Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, which was originally released in 2004 for the PlayStation 2, remains accessible and amusing on a smaller screen. Netflix


Add a Gamepad

Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas

Modern phones are powerful enough to run the biggest 3-D game series from the PlayStation 2 era, and Grand Theft Auto's irreverence and go-anywhere adventure remains accessible and amusing, even on a smaller screen. If you really want to climb the criminal ranks in fictional cities like San Andreas, though, try attaching a traditional gamepad to your phone; the Grand Theft Auto games Netflix offers include touch-screen controls, but they're too imprecise. Look up phone add-ons like the Razer Kishi or Backbone One for this category's best games.

Runners-up:



	Sonic Mania Plus: Classic, high-speed Sega action for the modern era.


	Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: Shredder's Revenge: Arcade revival that one-ups the Turtles' 1990s arcade hit.


	Dead Cells: An endlessly replayable homage to the 1980s classic Castlevania.
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Shadow of a Childless Woman: The Mythic Roots of Strauss's 'Frau'

What's behind the strange emphasis on childlessness in "Die Frau ohne Schatten," the Strauss-Hofmannsthal opera now at the Met? Look to the ancients.

Elza van den Heever in the Metropolitan Opera's current production of "Die Frau ohne Schatten." Evan Zimmerman/Metropolitan Opera



By Wendy Doniger



Dec 11, 2024 at 05:00 PM

Although the music of "Die Frau ohne Schatten" ("The Woman Without a Shadow") is often transcendentally beautiful, it is among the least performed of the Richard Strauss and Hugo von Hofmannsthal operas at the Metropolitan Opera. Its relatively rare appearance on the Met stage is, I believe, in large part because of its weird, somewhat incomprehensible, and to some contemporary tastes offensive, libretto. The opera compounds the felony by being (at over four hours) the longest of all the Strauss-Hofmannsthal operas. Only "Der Rosenkavalier" comes close, but as "Rosenkavalier" is the best loved of all the pair's operas, the length of "Frau" cannot be the only culprit.

It's the libretto. Any summary immediately brings to mind Anna Russell's satire on the convoluted plot of Wagner's "Der Ring des Nibelungen," which she excused by remarking, "But that's the beauty of Grand Opera: you can do anything so long as you sing it."

The "Frau" libretto concerns the Empress, the daughter of the invisible spirit god Keikobad and a mortal woman, who has married the Emperor (a mortal man) but cannot bear children. The sign of her defining lack is that she has no shadow; because she is part spirit, she doesn't have enough substance to generate a shadow or a child.

Many Strauss aficionados have long been uncomfortable with the opera's strange emphasis on childlessness. But the return of "Die Frau" to the Met's stage (through Dec. 19) comes at a fraught moment when audiences are dealing with abortion and transgender issues, not to mention concerns over a declining birthrate. They might be apt to criticize it for what they see as a natalist stance. Men and women, however, have been caught up in the convoluted dance of mortality and fertility since the dawn of history, and "Frau" draws upon that tradition, allowing us to see our present preoccupations in both the ancient wisdom and the ancient folly that still bedevil us.

Mortality and fertility become real issues when the Empress learns that unless she gets a shadow within three days, her father, the god, will turn her husband, the Emperor, to stone. So she goes to the world of mortals to try to buy a shadow from the malcontented wife of a very nice but very poor man who wants children. He is named Barak, and he's a dyer, which can be heard, for those listening in English translation, as "a dier," one who dies, which is the defining characteristic of the dyer and his wife.

Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Richard Strauss in 1912. Their opera "Die Frau ohne Schatten" premiered in 1919, in the wreckage of World War I. Fine Art/Heritage Images, via Getty Images


The wife denies her husband her bed and his hope of children; the Empress offers her jewels and young lovers in exchange for her shadow (thus equating childlessness with the temptation of promiscuity, which the dyer's wife resists). In the end, the Empress, overcome by compassion for the human couple, refrains from taking the wife's shadow, at which Keikobad decrees that the Emperor can be released from his suffering and reunited with his wife. Barak and his wife are also reunited. The curtain falls.

In a review of the Met's production in 2001 in The New York Times, Anthony Tommasini suggested that the opera was "set in a vaguely Eastern locale," somewhere long ago and far away. We can excavate a pervasive mythical Orientalism in this libretto (the Austrian writer Hermann Broch spoke of its "Oriental pomp"), beginning with the name Keikobad. No such name appears if you round up the usual suspects in the history of religions, but "keiko" is a Japanese word for "lucky child" or "happy child," and "bad" is an Arabic suffix for "city" (as in "Islamabad," or "Hyderabad"), which makes Keikobad a kind of Japanese-Arabic bastard word for "city of blessed children," a perfect deity to preside over this opera.

The basic plot, the story of a woman who has lost her shadow, signifying her ability to bear children, does come from what we used to call the "Orient" -- from India, from a story first told in a Sanskrit text, the Rig Veda, composed around 1,500 BCE, and retold in India countless times right up until the present day. This is one telling of the story:

Saranyu, the daughter of the divine artisan of the gods, was immortal, but she married the Sun, who is mortal (for he dies and is reborn every day). She gave birth to a son who became the god of the dead, but then she left her husband and her son; she transformed her Shadow into an identical female, whom she left in her place. The Sun, who did not notice the change, accepted the Shadow and begot upon her Manu, the ancestor of the human race.

In this myth, the immortal woman married to a mortal husband rejects their son (who becomes a force for death, not life) and any future children (including the human race) by abandoning her own fertile shadow or mirror image. We humans are therefore the doomed, mortal children of a mere shadow.

The many Indian retellings suggest that Saranyu left her husband because he was mortal or deformed, or was not able to stand her brilliance (she may have been the first too-bright woman in history), or was sexually inadequate. But she is always depicted as the rejecting mother.

The Indian mother who abandons her husband and children and leaves a look-alike substitute in her place was reincarnated with another twist in a Greek variant of the story of Helen of Troy, which inspired the Strauss and Hofmannsthal opera "Die Aegyptische Helena" (1928). According to this telling of the myth, the gods spirited away the real Helen to Egypt before Paris ever saw her, so that the Helen that Paris stole from her husband Menelaus was merely a shadow Helen.

Leonie Rysanek as the Empress in the Met's 1966 production of "Die Frau ohne Schatten." Because the Empress is part spirit, she doesn't have enough substance to generate a shadow -- or a child. Louis Melancon/Metropolitan Opera Archives


Pieces of the Indo-European myth are scattered around the libretto of "Die Frau" like wreckage from a plane crash. In Hofmannsthal's telling, the myth becomes a folk tale, and the cosmic images are reduced to simpler human values. The Indian mare becomes a German gazelle, as the Emperor, out hunting, encounters a white gazelle that casts no shadow; he attacks her with a spear, whereupon she turns into a woman -- Keikobad's daughter. But Hofmannsthal rewinds the myth to give it a happy ending that it does not have in India.

Analyses of the opera tend to project metaphysical rather than human values upon the Empress's shadow. The Met synopsis states, "She has sold her soul, her shadow." The shadow has a range of meanings, but here it stands primarily for humanity, mortality and fertility. Broch speaks of the moment when the Empress "feels herself with child and will in this way have earned a human shadow." The plot here argues that only by bearing a child can a woman -- or a goddess -- fulfill her destiny.

But the shadow of a man differs from the shadow of a woman, as we know from other operas and other texts. The shadow represents the man's soul in Jules Barbier's libretto for Offenbach's "The Tales of Hoffmann" (1881), based on E.T.A. Hoffmann magical and mythical stories. A courtesan (bribed by jewelry) helps an evil musician to steal a man's soul by stealing his shadow or mirror reflection. The ungendered (or, usually, male) shadow or reflection is the soul; for Peter Pan, who loses his shadow, it represents his inability to grow up. But the gendered (or female) shadow is her fertility.

The Viennese Hofmannsthal could have reached into his own culture's Jewish and Christian sources for texts supporting the idea that a woman must have children, that childbearing is very literally her soul. Broch suggested that what he regarded as the "Oriental" (or we might call "Orientalist") veneer of "Frau" "conjures foundational concerns from Jewish and Christian traditions," concerns that we find expressed in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles in the stories of the birth of Isaac to Sarah and of Jesus to Mary.

"Die Frau ohne Schatten" premiered in 1919, in the wreckage of World War I, so the argument for the importance of children made very good sense in its time and place. But by introducing the theme of the shadow soul, which is not central to the Jewish and Christian stories, Hofmannsthal might have intended to universalize it precisely in order to distance it from his own tradition.

The opera's myth of a different sort of transition, from nonhuman (or inhuman) to human, adds another layer of meaning to natalism. And the tragedy of the shadowless woman could be read as her lack not of children but of freedom, or equality, or power. That might at the very least serve to coat the ideology so that contemporary listeners can simply settle down to enjoy the music.

Strauss's final opera, "Capriccio" (1942, with a libretto by Strauss and Clemens Krauss), centers on a debate about the relative importance of words and music, embodied in a poet and a composer who are competing for the love of a Countess. The debate remains unresolved in "Capriccio." But were there such a contest in "Frau," the composer would win, hands down. Though the poetry in the libretto is often quite wonderful, transcending the plot, the words are just the shadow of the music.

Wendy Doniger, the Mircea Eliade Professor of the History of Religions at the University of Chicago, emeritus, is the author of "Splitting the Difference: Gender and Myth in Ancient Greece and India" and "The Woman Who Pretended to Be Who She Was."
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Sundance Film Festival Unveils a Lineup Heavy on Politics

The annual event also makes room for a remake of the musical "Kiss of the Spider Woman" and the return of Justin Lin.

Tonatiuh and Diego Luna, right, in "Kiss of the Spider Woman," directed by Bill Condon. Sundance Institute



By Nicole Sperling



Dec 11, 2024 at 05:00 PM

There is a point during every Sundance Film Festival, usually as movie fans are trudging through the cold, slushy snow in Park City, Utah, when they wonder, why do they hold this in January? And yet, so often current events -- most often of the political nature -- are reflected not only in the films being screened on the mountain but also in the happenings around town.

In January 2009, huge crowds gathered to watch Barack Obama's inauguration. In January 2017, 4,000 festivalgoers, including Charlize Theron, Kristen Stewart and Chelsea Handler, marched down Main Street the day after President Donald J. Trump's inauguration. The following year, amid a considerable snowstorm, Jane Fonda, Gloria Allred and Tessa Thompson gathered protesters with fiery speeches to coincide with the one-year anniversary of his presidency.

The 2025 edition of Sundance will debut on Jan. 23, three days after Trump is inaugurated a second time, and the Sundance lineup suggests politics are on the mind of this year's filmmakers.

In the five-part documentary series "Bucks County, USA," Barry Levinson and Robert May take a close look at two 14-year-old girls, best friends despite their opposing political beliefs, living at the epicenter of the nation's political divide.

The documentarian Sam Feder was shooting in Washington as recently as last week for "Heightened Scrutiny," about the American Civil Liberties Union lawyer Chase Strangio and his battle before the Supreme Court for transgender rights.

"The Librarians," from Kim A. Snyder, tracks the efforts of workers in Texas, Florida and other states to protect democracy amid a wave of book bans, while "2000 Meters to Andriivka," from Mstyslav Chernov ("20 Days in Mariupol") follows a Ukrainian platoon on a mission to liberate a strategic village.

Two films approach the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from different angles: "Coexistence, My Ass!" tracks the Israeli comedian Noam Shuster-Eliassi as she begins challenging audiences when "the elusive coexistence she's spent her life working toward starts sounding like a bad joke."

And the fictional "All That's Left of You," from Cherien Dabis, tells the story of three generations of Palestinians and how a grandfather's forced displacement leads decades later to his grandson's confronting Israeli soldiers at a West Bank protest.

"We always look to our artists to share what their viewpoints are and for them to inspire the conversation," Kim Yutani, Sundance's director of programming, said in an interview. "As we put the program together, it's always about the balance and that's our job. We leave the conversations in the hands of the artists and that's what we hope emerges, in a really productive and interesting way."

Counterbalancing the heavy subjects are some star power and levity.

The festival describes "Bubble & Squeak," starring Himesh Patel, Steven Yeun and Dave Franco, as a film about "smuggling cabbages into a nation where cabbages are banned." "If I Had Legs I'd Kick You," being distributed by A24, stars Rose Byrne, A$AP Rocky, Conan O'Brien and Danielle Macdonald in the tale of "a woman who is navigating her child's mysterious illness, her absent husband, a missing person and an increasingly hostile relationship with her therapist."

There is also the return of a pair of filmmakers who popped at Sundance decades ago.

Justin Lin, best known for the "Fast and Furious" franchise, will be back in Park City, 23 years after he showed "Better Luck Tomorrow," the film that kickstarted his career, there. His new film, "Last Days," is the fictionalized account of a  missionary's efforts to proselytize an uncontacted tribe on North Sentinel Island off India.

And Bill Condon ("Dreamgirls") will be back in the snow 26 years after debuting "Gods and Monsters," the Ian McKellen-starrer that landed the filmmaker an Oscar for best adapted screenplay. His new movie, the musical "Kiss of the Spider Woman," features Jennifer Lopez as Aurora, the fantasy woman conjured by a prisoner played by Tonatiuh. Diego Luna also co-stars.

Both films are looking for distribution -- as are the majority of the movies debuting in both the U.S. dramatic competition and documentary competitions. Those 20 films are primarily from directors making their Sundance debuts.

"We put together a group of films that speak to and illuminate Sundance's ever-present legacy and mission, which is discovery," Eugene Hernandez, Sundance's director of the festival, said, adding that 41 percent of the feature film directors are first-timers. "This is a year of discovery, just like the last 41 years of discovery at this festival."

It's all happening as Sundance prepares to say goodbye to its Park City headquarters. While a new home hasn't yet been chosen, the festival will be moving out of the ski town to one of three new locales -- Salt Lake City (with ancillary screenings still taking place in Park City); Boulder, Colo.; or Cincinnati -- beginning in 2027. The winner will be determined by late winter or early spring.
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Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie Revisit 'The Simple Life'

The celebutantes-turned-businesswomen are rebooting the show that provided a blueprint for the past 20 years of reality TV.

"Paris & Nicole: Encore" will air on Peacock beginning Thursday. Christine Bartolucci/Peacock



By Shivani Gonzalez



Dec 11, 2024 at 02:48 PM

How would two troubled Los Angeles heiresses manage as members of the Bible Belt working class?

The answer helped revolutionize reality TV and legitimized the careers of Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie. In 2003, the pair of 22-year-olds debuted in Fox's "The Simple Life," which documented their move to Altus, Ark., to live with a family on their farm and try out blue collar jobs.

Hilton and Richie brought rich-girl haughtiness and high jinks to mundane tasks like cleaning hotel rooms and, in one memorable episode, serving burgers at a Sonic Drive-In. The result was a quotable megahit -- with heart. "Their fish-out-of-water ineptitude serves as a social leveler that gives them their comeuppance and preserves the dignity of their rural hosts," Alessandra Stanley wrote in a review for The New York Times. Unlike the other popular reality programs of the time, like "Big Brother" and "Survivor," the allure of "The Simple Life" didn't come from a wild premise or shocking competition: The personalities of and friendship between Hilton and Richie were the drawing card. That recipe has been built upon in subsequent reality franchises like "Keeping Up With the Kardashians," "Jersey Shore" and "The Real Housewives."

More than two decades later, the two are appearing in "Paris & Nicole: Encore," a three-part reboot which is primarily set in L.A. and involves activities and outings a bit closer to home. It will air on Peacock beginning Thursday. Though the show centers on the pair's staging of an opera based on "sanasa," a made-up word which fans might remember as a mainstay joke on the original, Hilton and Richie also revisit Altus, Sonic and the friendship that made their show riveting TV.

"There was nothing really to compare it to," Hilton said of "The Simple Life." "So we had no idea what we were getting ourselves into." Jerod Harris/Getty Images for Vulture


Ahead of the "Encore" premiere, we talked to Hilton and Richie about how reality TV has changed since "The Simple Life," the impact of social media on the genre and the shows they're enjoying now.

Here are edited excerpts from the conversation.

You were some of the first reality TV stars, and now it is an oversaturated industry. How do you think the landscape has changed since "The Simple Life" first aired?

NICOLE RICHIE We didn't say yes to doing the show to build our brand or get exposure for something else in our business. We really said yes to this show because we wanted to have fun and we wanted to be together. We actually had no information about the show. We didn't even know what city we were going to. We had no idea. We were just up for an adventure. We were just, like, down to laugh, you know? We had no idea that it was going to take off and be in, you know, multiple seasons or anything like that.

In the early days of reality TV, even with "Jersey Shore," which came later, the cast members didn't really know what they were signing up for. And that was the beauty of it.

RICHIE In 2024, it can lead to so many other things. That was not on our minds at all. We were, you know, 20 and just wanting to live, laugh, love.

PARIS HILTON There was nothing really to compare it to. So we had no idea what we were getting ourselves into. We were just doing it because we love having fun together, going on adventures --

RICHIE We wanted to leave town and go for it.

Do you think that the prominence of technology and social media has helped or hindered the genre?

RICHIE A show like "The Simple Life" could never exist now, because the whole point of that show was that we didn't have phones, we had no access to the outside world at all and that was something that I think really stood out about the show and the times in which we did it. We had no idea what was going on with our family or our friends back home.

Richie and Hilton tried out blue collar jobs in their first reality series. Michael Yarish/Fox


How did your experience filming "Paris & Nicole: Encore" differ from your experience on "The Simple Life?"

RICHIE It was very different just in the sense of we were clocking in and clocking out every day, so we were not out of town. I'd say the biggest difference is that when we did "The Simple Life," we were signing up to do someone else's show. And "Encore" is a show that we created, that we produced, and we just had a lot of fun doing it.

You both have lots of your own ventures, could you see yourselves coming back to reality TV more long-term?

RICHIE "The Simple Life" was all about us leaving our lives and stepping into other people's. So, you know, we did always maintain a certain level of privacy and protection just within our own lives. That show was really special, I love it so much. It would be impossible for us to do it again just because, you know, we're now real adults. We've got careers and families. And it's just not possible.

What advice would you give to younger people quickly gaining prominence after appearing on a reality show?

HILTON I think it's important to definitely just be very aware of everything that you post. And if you want to parlay that into a brand or building a product line or something, that's something important as well to really figure out what you want to do, get the correct team to make it happen and try to capitalize on it, to do something with it.

What reality show or shows are you currently loving?

HILTON "The Simple Life," it's a great show. I love to watch it all the time, been watching it with my kids.

How do they feel watching it with you?

HILTON My little baby boy, he just, like, sits there and he's like, "Mama, mama." He just, like, watches and laughs. And now he's learned our song "Sanasa" and sings it all the time. And it's just the cutest thing in the world just to hear him singing in his little baby voice.

What about you, Nicole?

RICHIE I didn't watch the whole season, but I did see a few episodes of "The Golden Bachelor," and I loved it. I found it to be extremely moving to see people in these different stages in later stages in their lives that want to take a new chapter and put themselves out there. I thought that was entertaining and really nice.
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The Grandpa Shoe Goes Hype

With a zesty collaboration arriving this week, the French shoemaker Mephisto is suddenly something it never dreamed of being before: cool.

There will be only 100 pairs of the shoe Mephisto made in collaboration with the Procell vintage mavens. Nick Chia



By Jacob Gallagher



Dec 11, 2024 at 10:00 AM

Since Brian Procell first chanced upon Mephisto's wide-set sneakers at his local suburban New Jersey mall in the 1990s, he has been smitten by the shoes.

"I've traversed the globes in Mephistos," said Mr. Procell, a grand poobah of New York's vintage scene. The sneakers are light on branding, sophisticated like a leather club chair and, to him, ideal for world travel. "Tokyo, French flea markets, they've been everywhere," he said.

Those are more cosmopolitan settings than the common (though cliched) environments where Mephistos tend to appear: carpeted condos and retirement homes. The brand's shoppers have traditionally been more AARP than Gen Z. During a visit last month to Mephisto's shop in midtown Manhattan, a pool of gray-haired shoppers confirmed the brand's renown with the 60-and-up set.

Mr. Procell is not nearly that old, but he has heeded the footwear wisdom of his elders. Mephistos are "for the geriatric community, and why is that?" he asked, "Because they're built well and they're easy on your feet."

So smitten is he that last year, Mr. Procell reached out to Mephisto to make his own version of its archetypical Match model. The company bit, and tomorrow a collaborative version of its blocky Match sneaker, in a preppy British shade of racing green, will be released exclusively at the Procell downtown Manhattan boutique. There, the shoe of grandparents everywhere will be on offer, wedged between racks of endangered Chanel, faded tennis tees and blisteringly rare Stone Island slickers.

That is, while stock lasts. The suede-and-leather shoes are rarer than nearly all Jordans. Just 100 pairs were produced.

"If you know Brian, you can't help but get sucked in," said Rusty Hall, the chief executive of Mephisto USA, of why the company agreed to make a shoe, let alone such a limited shoe. Working with Procell, he said, "gets us out to a market that we typically don't entertain."

If Mephisto was game to work with Mr. Procell, it was in part because the company has arrived at a moment when the shoes' stodgy nature is making them desirable.

"The dad shoe trend became a grandpa shoe trend, and we definitely see the windfall from that effect," said Logan Bird, 33, the vice president for omnichannel sales at Mephisto USA. The company, based in Tennessee, is a subsidiary of the Mephisto French parent company. (The French mother ship has done its own cool-guy collaborations, most recently with the mid-market French fashion brand Fursac.)

The buzzy artist Chase Hall recently told New York magazine that he owns more than 50 pairs of the Match, and GQ.com has hailed a pair of Mephistos as "The Best Retro Walking Shoes."

Sporty yet suave, Mephistos won over Ytilaer Jay Law. Ytilaer Jay Law


The nonconformist, some may say ironic, embrace of geriatric shoes in recent years has boosted many brands. Vogue co-signs and high-fashion collaborations helped Birkenstock slither out of its aging hippie image to be recontextualized as genuinely chic. New Balance's grayed-out sneakers have become hypebeast fodder, and brands from Bottega Veneta and down to Asics offer mesh-heavy shoes that at first pass would befit Mr. Rogers more than any rapper.

"It's 'Hey, my grandfather wore this shoe, I want to be in it,'" said Mr. Hall, who at 67 is closer to the company's elder sticklers than its new adopter.

It's not just that they're the shoes a grandpa might wear, it's that Mephistos are very much not shoes that efficiency-obsessed tech-bros would swoon over. They're not for maximizing your step count or bragging about their lab-test sole. Wearing Mephistos is like using a wooden tennis racket. They get the job done, so why change?

The rotund tenor Luciano Pavarotti was perhaps the most famed Mephisto disciple, wearing them throughout the later years of his life. Zuma/Alamy


"They're sporty, but they're also formal," said Ytilaer Jay Law, 29, a fashion designer in Florida who owns a pair of cigar brown Match sneakers. He described them as somewhere between Tiger Woods's golf cleats and a date-night dress shoe. He has worn them with jorts (of his own design) and Louis Vuitton monogrammed socks. Mephistos are, he said, "beautifully designed."

Oliver Klein, 34, a restaurant manager in Brooklyn, is on his fourth pair of Mephisto's Match model. "In the era of hyped-up Asics and New Balances, it's nice to go back to something that just feels sort of understated and classic," he said. Similar to Mr. Procell, he hailed the sneaker's "orthopedic adjacency."

Is Mephisto worried that its mature clientele will flee if their shoes get hyped up? Hardly. "Grandpa probably doesn't even know that his grandson's interested in the brand," Mr. Hall said.
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A One-of-a-Kind Card Fuels a Treasure Hunt for the Ages

The Pittsburgh Pirates offered 30 years of season tickets in exchange for a Paul Skenes rookie card, and collectors say it could sell for $1 million. First, someone has to find it.

Baseball cards have fluctuated in popularity over the years, but a Paul Skenes rookie card that was recently released has inspired a treasure hunt as it could be worth more than $1 million. Sara Naomi Lewkowicz for The New York Times



By Stefano Montali



Dec 06, 2024 at 04:32 PM

The hunt for rare sports trading cards can feel like a search for buried treasure. There are "chases" and "bounties" and card values that rise and fall like waves. So it makes perfect sense that, at the heart of one of the pastime's most-hyped pursuits, is a lanky, towering and mustachioed (Pittsburgh) Pirate.

The card in question is singular in nature. Produced by Topps, it features Paul Skenes, a 22-year-old pitcher whose remarkable rise led him from being drafted out of Louisiana State University to being a major league superstar in a span of 10 months. The rookie card is autographed, but what makes it unique is that it includes the "MLB Debut" patch from the uniform he wore in his first major league game.

The card is the most sought-after type in collecting -- a so-called one-of-one, with no possibility of being replicated -- and it could fetch more than $1 million at auction.

But first, someone has to find it.


Released on Nov. 13, the card is hidden inside a rippable foil pack of Topps cards. It could be tucked on a shelf at a card shop in Kansas City, sitting in the fumbling hands of an excited teenager in London, or wrapped-up under a Christmas tree in Chicago.

"I've had more people asking me about this card specifically, and cards in general, than I have had in my entire life," said Chad Weldon, chief executive of Sports Card Junction, a trading shop north of Pittsburgh that his family has operated for 29 years.

It is not just collectors looking for the card, either.

Two days after the card went into circulation, Mr. Skenes's team, the Pittsburgh Pirates, made an incredible offer -- a "bounty" in sports card terms -- to whatever lucky pack ripper ended up finding it. In exchange for the card, the team would give that person two seats behind home plate for every Pirates game over the next 30 years, a meet-and-greet with Mr. Skenes, a softball game with friends at the team's stadium and more. Based on current ticket prices, and inflation, the package could be worth more than $1 million.

Mr. Skenes has had a rapid rise, going from draft pick to M.L.B. star in a span of 10 months. His relationship with the gymnast and influencer Olivia Dunne has contributed to his popularity. Kareem Elgazzar/Associated Press


"We were sold out maybe two hours later," Mr. Weldon, 32, said of the packs of cards that could potentially be hiding the treasure. If the shop was able to buy more boxes from Topps, he said, he could have sold hundreds more.

Then the deal got even sweeter.

Olivia Dunne, the L.S.U. gymnast and social media megastar, who is Mr. Skenes's girlfriend, tacked on the chance to watch a Pirates game with her from her private suite. Even Seth Meyers, the late-night host whose father is a Pittsburgh native, offered four V.I.P. tickets to his show just for the chance to lay eyes on the card.

"The more people talk about the card even outside of collecting makes it that much more valuable," said Billy Lesnak of Steel City Collectibles, based in Pittsburgh. Not only are seasoned collectors coming into his store, but regular sports fans and pop-culture aficionados are, too.

"We can't keep them on the shelf for more than a few hours," Mr. Lesnak, 31, said.

Mr. Weldon said that the instant publicity and the social media reach created by the various offers, has made the Skenes card different from other one-of-ones featuring stars like LeBron James and Sidney Crosby. "Those couldn't catch fire as quickly," he said. Mr. Skenes's prominence in popular culture helps, too.

The treasure hunt has inspired a great deal of activity at Bleecker Trading in New York City's West Village. Sara Naomi Lewkowicz for The New York Times


"This card is the perfect storm," Mr. Weldon said.

Mr. Lesnak estimates that about one of every three Pittsburgh locals thinks the Pirates' offer is generous enough to warrant turning over the card. The most probable outcome, though, is a sale at auction. "You're talking a minimum of seven figures," Mr. Lesnak said, "easily."

On a recent afternoon at Bleecker Trading in the West Village neighborhood of New York, Mary Arris, known as "MaryGambleGamble" on her card-hawking Instagram, was discussing that possibility.

"Honestly, this might be his most valuable card ever," said Ms. Arris, 26, who went full-time into card-trading this year after she "met an 11-year-old who makes six figures."

Ms. Arris is a regular at Bleecker Trading, where several collectors agreed that the card, when found, would most likely go to auction. Ken Goldin, the chief executive of Goldin Auctions, pleaded for the person who finds the card to sell it through his company rather than turning it over to the Pirates, promising the sale would put the collector's kids through college, with enough left over to arrange their own meet-and-greet with Mr. Skenes.

Mary Arris, who documents her card collecting on Instagram, thinks the Skenes card has a chance to be the most valuable card in history. Sara Naomi Lewkowicz for The New York Times


It is anyone's guess how long it will take for the card to be found. Conspiracy theories about card companies holding back hot cards like this to generate hype were debunked in an audit by KPMG earlier this year, but plenty of packs sit unopened. Signed rookie cards for other stars are "still sitting out there after 10, 15, 20 years or longer," Mr. Lesnak said.

For collectors around the world, though, the Skenes treasure has a funny way of seeming just within reach. Said Mr. Weldon, "People forget that you can literally have a life-changing moment opening a pack of cards."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/06/style/paul-skenes-topps-card.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                 1 Piece, 10 Budgets


The Best Sparkly Shoes, From $60 to $1,850

For holiday party season, easy ballerinas and Mary Janes that catch the light.

Video: 



By Angela Koh



Dec 05, 2024 at 06:49 PM

In T's column 1 Piece, 10 Budgets, we share 10 perfect versions of an item in a range of prices. Few accessories feel as festive as a glittering ballet shoe, and designers have shown plenty of them recently. Here are T market editor Angela Koh's favorites.



1. Zara, $60

"For the majority of us who don't have $1,600 to spend on, say, Loewe's rhinestone-adorned flats, Zara's iteration is a close alternative at a more accessible price."

 Courtesy of the brand


2. Free People, $98

"These mesh flats shimmer thanks to metallic stitching, rather than rhinestones, which gives them a slightly subtler sparkle."

 Courtesy of the brand


3. Madewell, $168

"Madewell's crystal-covered Mary Janes feature the brand's signature cushioned foot bed, making them comfortable enough to wear all day."

 Courtesy of the brand


4. Loeffler Randall, $295

"The independent New York-based brand Loeffler Randall produces its pieces in small batches with meticulous attention to detail; the crystal embellishments on these flats are applied by hand."

 Courtesy of the brand


5. Tory Burch, $348

"Who better to turn to for ballet flats than the designer Tory Burch? Her instantly recognizable 'T' emblem shoes debuted with her brand in 2004 and have become a modern classic."

 Courtesy of the brand


6. Emme Parsons, $495

"The designer Emme Parsons takes a minimalist approach and avoids following trends, which means her pieces remain versatile staples for years."

 Courtesy of the brand


7. Repetto, $530

"Founded in 1947 by the mother of a choreographer, the French footwear company Repetto has become synonymous with both ballet shoes and comfort -- each pair is built to have a flexible, glovelike fit."

 Courtesy of the brand


8. MCM, $690

"These flats from the German brand MCM are similarly supple and slipper-like, but with crystals in a dramatic gradient arrangement."

 Courtesy of the brand


9. Amina Muaddi, $1,560

"The designer Amina Muaddi's unapologetically glamorous accessories offer a bold counterpoint to the quiet luxury trend. The crystals on these suede flats are shaped like tiny hearts."

 Courtesy of the brand


10. Santoni, $1,850

"The Italian shoe brand Santoni began in 1975 as a small family-run workshop and is still known for its artistry. The company's black suede flats stand out not only for their shine but also for their craftsmanship."

 Courtesy of the brand
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Object of Desire


The Gripping Appeal of Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy's Headband

A wide and tightfitting hair accessory favored by the wife of John F. Kennedy, Jr., has become a hot commodity, 25 years after her death.

Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy wearing one of the 1.375-inch headbands that have recently become sought-after items.  Lawrence Schwartzwald/Sygma, via Getty Images



By Misty White Sidell
Object of Desire is a column about particular items that attract cultlike interest.


Dec 06, 2024 at 10:02 AM

Nicole Nigro, a 24-year-old software engineer in Brooklyn, was not yet born when a plane crash killed John F. Kennedy Jr., his wife Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy and her sister Lauren Bessette on July 16, 1999.

But Ms. Bessette-Kennedy was at the top of Ms. Nigro's mind on Friday when she went to Zitomer, an upscale pharmacy on Manhattan's Upper East Side, looking for a headband she saw in TikTok videos. Specifically, a tortoiseshell headband that is 1.375 inches wide, costs $35 and has been linked to Ms. Bessette-Kennedy because she was photographed wearing it multiple times before she died at 33.

In the 25 years since, Ms. Bessette-Kennedy, a former publicist at Calvin Klein, has for many people functioned as a posthumous fashion influencer. Some of them, like Ms. Nigro, learned about her through social media posts highlighting Ms. Bessette-Kennedy's preference for minimalist clothing. ("Simple and timeless," as Ms. Nigro put it.)

But unlike Ms. Bessette-Kennedy's clothes from designer labels like Yohji Yamamoto and Prada -- some of which are currently on auction at Sotheby's -- the tortoiseshell headbands offer an accessible way to emulate her style. They have been branded the "CBK Headband" online and by some fashion publications, a term that is used to describe both the exact style worn by Ms. Bessette-Kennedy and other tortoiseshell headbands of varying widths, colors and makers.

The 1.375-inch-wide headbands she wore are made by Charles J. Wahba, a label founded in New York City in 1959. Handmade in France of acetate, its headbands can fit tightly, but are said to mold to the shape of a wearer's head. They are sold at other luxurious pharmacies, including C.O. Bigelow in Greenwich Village, where Ms. Bessette-Kennedy is said to have bought her headbands.

But no store has sold them longer than Zitomer, where Ms. Bessette-Kennedy is said to have shopped as well (for shampoo and scrunchies). The nearly 75-year-old pharmacy, which is known for its extensive selection of hair accessories, has carried the label's headbands, claw clips and barrettes since 1976.

The Charles J. Wahba headbands Ms. Bessette-Kennedy favored are handmade in France of acetate. James Estrin/The New York Times


Wahba headbands are among the tens of thousands of hair accessories sold at the upscale pharmacy Zitomer.  James Estrin/The New York Times


On the day that Ms. Nigro visited Zitomer to find a headband, Shreya Bhide, 28, also stopped by to look for one. "It was what -- like one century, a half a century ago?" Ms. Bhide, a software engineer in San Jose, Calif., said of the era when Ms. Bessette-Kennedy wore the accessory.

While only a quarter century ago, it was a time before people's daily lives were documented online. Photos taken of Ms. Bessette-Kennedy and articles written about her before she died are some of the only ways to get a peek at her life. That may be part of her allure among younger people, said Mimi Stillman, a 28-year-old freelance video producer in Columbus, Ohio.

"I'm not old enough to recall her, but I think it's so interesting her aura has transcended to my generation," said Ms. Stillman, who bought a Wahba headband at Zitomer in July and documented the purchase in a TikTok video. "There are no new photos; I would like to know more about her."

This year, Zitomer has tripled its inventory of Wahba hair products, partly because of the headband's popularity, said Sharon Sternheim, the pharmacy's owner. Ms. Sternheim added that she has "never seen such a young crowd coming into the store." She estimated that lately, more than half of its weekend customers had been under 40.

Joey Wahba, who runs the hair accessories label started by and named for his father, said the surge of interest in its headband associated with Ms. Bessette-Kennedy had resulted in an uptick in sales: The company has sold some 10,000 this year, about 10 times more than it did in 2023. In addition to pharmacies like Zitomer and C.O. Bigelow, Wahba items are sold at roughly 80 locations nationwide, including hair salons. The company itself does not sell items online, however -- it doesn't have a website or any social media accounts.

"It's amazing she became someone that today's generation admires," Mr. Wahba said of Ms. Bessette-Kennedy.

Those admirers include the actress Annabelle Dexter-Jones, 38, who on a phone call recalled glimpsing Ms. Bessette-Kennedy in the crowd at the Calvin Klein fashion shows that Ms. Dexter-Jones attended as a child with her mother, Ann Dexter-Jones, a jewelry designer.

Ms. Dexter-Jones, who grew up in New York and is a longtime Zitomer customer, said she has purchased dozens of tortoiseshell headbands at the pharmacy, including Wahba styles. She added that Ms. Bessette-Kennedy's appearance partly informed that of Naomi Pierce, the publishing heiress Ms. Dexter-Jones played on HBO's "Succession."

"I think her style is timeless and Zitomer is timeless and that's what is so appealing about those headbands," she said.
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Stephanie Koenig and Her Three Rings

Two proposals, a wedding and three family heirlooms later, the co-star of Hulu's "English Teacher" is learning to love jewelry.

Video: 



By Amelia Diamond



Dec 09, 2024 at 10:00 AM

In the car on the way to her first proposal, Stephanie Koenig, who stars in "English Teacher" on Hulu, asked her soon-to-be fiance, Chris Riggi, "You're not proposing, are you?"

"No, God no," he said. Mr. Riggi was, in fact, about to propose.

But first, as he walked Ms. Koenig in freezing temperatures (without their winter coats) toward Mirror Lake in Lake Placid, N.Y., he slipped on ice and hit his head. After he proposed and Ms. Koenig said yes, the freshly engaged couple found themselves locked out of their car. They called an Uber and were half an hour late to an elaborate Thanksgiving dinner hosted by Mr. Riggi's parents, who, because they didn't know about the proposal, were annoyed by the tardiness. After the couple announced their news, all was forgiven.

A few months later, Mr. Riggi wanted a proposal re-do and, she said, botched that one too. Ms. Koenig married Mr. Riggi with two engagement rings -- her great grandmother's wedding ring on her left hand, a garnet on her right -- and a wedding band with diamonds from Mr. Riggi's parents. In an interview that has been edited and condensed, Ms. Koenig talks about her attachment to all three rings.

Describe your first engagement ring.

One is an antique, almost like a band of very small, I guess, they're diamonds, but you wouldn't even know.

And your second engagement ring?

This is a red garnet oval ring on a gold band, but then a silver platform that's holding the garnet.

What about your actual wedding ring?

It's a flat oval. It's got a circular diamond with two square diamonds on the side. And I designed it with this jeweler in Grand Rapids, Mich., who I think is splendid. His name is Michael Hoffman.

"I'm a nail biter, digging in the dirt, playing ball kind of person," said Stephanie Koenig about her usual aversion to wearing jewelry. Gabriella Angotti-Jones for The New York Times


A photo of the wedding day of Ms. Koenig's great-grandmother. "So I have his mom and his dad's diamonds on my ring, with my great-grandma and my mom's ring. There's just so much to these rings," she said. via Stephanie Koenig


Do you have a favorite piece of jewelry?

I feel like these three pieces of jewelry, they do go together, but if I had to pick one, it would be this tiny engagement ring that I got that's my great-grandma's wedding ring. My mom grew up with it on her hand because her mom gave it to her, and it's super old and it's worth nothing and it's worth everything to me.

It's really special to me because I don't wear jewelry. I'm a nail biter, digging in the dirt, playing ball kind of person. So when my husband was going to ask me to marry him, my parents kept asking me, "What are you going to do? What kind of ring do you want?" I was like, "I don't wear jewelry. Maybe he can get me a watch." And they're like, "You don't wear watches." I'm like, "I don't know, a headband?"

And then I said, "If I was going to get a ring, Mom, it would be like that ring that you have -- it would be tiny, nothing." When my parents were visiting in L.A., I remember her being like, "Do you want it? Do you want to take it?"

Then Chris proposed a second time with the garnet.

So basically what happened with this one is, he wanted to redo. I didn't know this. He took me to Santa Barbara, and he's kind of acting weird again at dinner. I'm like, "Chris, are you proposing again? I want to remind you that we are engaged. We've told everybody."

He proposed again to redo the story, but again, he botched it, and I love it. I want him to keep asking me to marry him, because then each ring gets a new story.

Tell me about the third ring, your wedding ring.

This third ring was really special. His dad, who has since died, was sick with cancer and we were really wanting to have a wedding with him around. And so we quickly planned that we were going to do it in his backyard. And his dad was like, "It would mean a lot to me if I could also give Stephanie a diamond," because he had a ring of diamonds. And then his mom was like, "Well, I want to give her diamonds. I have rings with diamonds." So I have his mom and his dad's diamonds on my ring, with my great-grandma and my mom's ring. There's just so much to these rings.

So they all are family experiences, and that's what marriage is, too: your families coming together, and each, the product of both of them, and they're all hugging you and giving you their blessing to marry.

What would happen if you lost one of these rings?

If I ever lose these rings, I can't replace the sentimentality. Chris lost his ring, his wedding ring. He was tubing and kind of doing this showing-off move where he was on his knees and dragging his hand on the water. He's like, "I did lose my ring in Gold Lake." We circled back around to see if it was floating. Now, he's got silicone ones.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/09/style/stephanie-koenig-and-her-three-rings.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Sophie Thatcher's Sculpture Turned Necklace

The star of "Heretic" doesn't always wear the piece made by her twin sister, but keeps it close.

Video: 



By Amelia Diamond



Nov 13, 2024 at 10:02 AM

Sophie Thatcher's handbag is full of tangible memories. She called out pictures, a pair of earrings from her boyfriend and "old things I keep in there." Finally, she found what she was looking for: a handmade sculpture, repurposed into a necklace, so precious that she feels it's safer to carry it in her bag rather than wear it around her neck.

Her identical twin, Ellie Thatcher, a multimedia artist who specializes in claymation, originally made the sculpture for an Avey Tare music video. (Avey Tare is also a member of the band Animal Collective.) She later added the chain and gave it to her sister when the two were living in different cities.

"I'm a very nostalgic person, so I think that's why this gift was just kind of perfect," said Sophie Thatcher, who is the star of A24's new horror film "Heretic." In an interview that has been edited and condensed, Ms. Thatcher talks about the "twin effect" and the necklace that links them together.

Tell me about this necklace.

I don't usually wear it out. I'm a little scared of the string, but it's always just in my purse and travels with me to different places. Ellie made it two years ago. It's kind of just a reminder that I have a very talented sister and it's just so nice to finally collaborate and have her be in the same city -- she was in Chicago, I was in L.A. Now that she's in L.A., I'm just thankful to have someone that's talented and cares. It kind of almost feels like I don't need friends, which is dramatic, but it's kind of the twin effect.

Since you don't really wear it as a necklace, do you ever think about framing it?

Yeah. In my house, I have a whole row of just antiques. Most of my house is essentially an antique store. There's a lot of just knickknacks and things that mean something to me, so I might try to frame it and place it up there. It is dangerous to have in my purse. I know that.

"I think Ellie has a way of creating faces that make them feel real, real people, and I think she's gotten to that level of her artistry where it's like I look at this face and it feels like a real person, not in a scary way," said Sophie Thatcher about her twin sister, Ellie, an artist who handmade her necklace. Lindsay Ellary for The New York Times


What's the sculpture made out of?

It was just using clay and then painted with metallic acrylics. I don't know how she does it. It's insane to me. She works harder than anybody I know with her art, and she's so ridiculously passionate. She makes music, she directs, she makes soundtracks, she makes all the claymation. It all kind of started in my grandmother's dollhouse, and she would use some old toys, and we would get furniture for the dollhouse, and she would just build sets in the dollhouse. But now she's been creating her own sets.

You mentioned the "twin effect." Growing up, did you two have your own language?

We actually did -- when we were younger, we had our own language. Well, we first started out barking before talking. And then we went into our own twin language where it was just gibberish. I don't remember it, of course, but my mom was like: "It was your own language. You guys could understand each other."

Some pieces of jewelry seem to have a little bit of magic in them. Have you felt that with this piece?

I think Ellie has a way of creating faces that make them feel real, real people, and I think she's gotten to that level of her artistry where it's like I look at this face and it feels like a real person, not in a scary way.

Is it a human face? Or something more godlike?

We grew up Mormon and are no longer Mormon, so I think we just have a lot of religious undertones in all of our art and can't help it. All of her art feels like it's definitely not entirely human, but it's more creature.

Do you want to pass this piece down to someone someday, or keep it for yourself?

I feel like I'm not old enough to say that yet or have enough experience, but right now I want to keep it to myself.
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Jahleel Weaver's Rolex Wallet Chain

The lead stylist for Rihanna and Dua Lipa wears a watch not for its practicality, but for what it represents in his career.

Video: 



By Amelia Diamond



Oct 19, 2024 at 10:03 AM

Jahleel Weaver's pocket watch no longer keeps time. At least, not in the traditional sense. (With every wear, he'd have to reset it.)

For Mr. Weaver, though, the piece symbolizes something more meaningful: his decade-long career, from freelance styling assistant, to styling for Kylie Minogue in Australia, to deputy creative director of Fenty LVMH, to lead stylist and creative director of Rihanna and lead stylist of Dua Lipa.

The watch itself has evolved, too. What began as a vintage Rolex Datejust is now a custom Chrome Hearts wallet chain with a Rolex Datejust face attached. Mr. Weaver explained how a continued transformation has kept this piece of jewelry as aesthetically fresh as it is timeless. This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.

Tell me about the one piece of jewelry that speaks to who you are.

It would definitely be a custom Chrome Hearts Rolex wallet chain that I had made with Chrome Hearts, maybe five or six years ago.

It started as the first expensive purchase I made when I got my first solo client as a freelance styling assistant. I bought myself a vintage Rolex Datejust. I'd been assisting for maybe two and a half, three years. And I was approached to work with Kylie Minogue, to style her for [multiple events and TV appearances that year]. This was early 2014. And I remember going to Australia, working with her, and I felt like, Wow, I've only been doing this for two and a half, three years, and I have a client. I wanted to do something special, because I felt very proud and very excited, and grateful for the opportunity. I bought it at a vintage jewelry store here in L.A. called Craig Evans Small. I wore that watch for years.

How did it go from watch to wallet chain?

I saw that Chrome Hearts would customize Rolexes. They basically just changed the band of my watch into a Chrome Hearts bracelet.

Then I kind of got over wearing that for a while. I always wore a wallet chain, and I just randomly asked them: "Hey, can you guys take this and then put it on a wallet chain?" It's always such a talking piece whenever someone sees it.

"It started as the first expensive purchase I made when I got my first solo client as a freelance styling assistant," said Jahleel Weaver about his Rolex watch turned into a chain. Brad Ogbonna for The New York Times


Do you wear it every day?

As long as I have a belt loop, I'm wearing it. It definitely doesn't work. It's really just about the piece itself. It's never been about function.

How do you approach jewelry for the clients you work with today?

I think Rihanna is very unique, in that she loves so many different styles of jewelry. She can go from deco to something Indian-inspired, or actually Indian jewelry, and something modern, or something like a diamond watch, and mix it all together. And it seems so natural. And I think that is a big part of me as well. I'm wearing an Edwardian cross with a Chrome Hearts wallet chain. Things that don't make sense.

How would you feel if you lost your wallet chain?

I would be devastated. Honestly, because it's been with me in different stages for over 10 years. I try not to get too hung up on material things that come, they go, but it would take me a little while to accept that one.

Do you want to pass it down someday?

I would pass it down, but I don't plan on having kids. My younger brother has the most beautiful twin boys. Just the loves of my life. But there's two of them. So it makes it tricky.

Where do you think you got your sense of style from? You could pass that down to them.

My mom's from Panama, and I'm first generation. And it was always very important how we presented ourselves and how I looked. I was a young boy, getting manicures, just making sure I wasn't rough around the edges. And I enjoyed it, and my mom enjoyed getting dressed up. And I think that obviously spilled over to me as well.

I have three uncles, and they just took such pride in getting dressed up and smelling good and looking good. I can picture my uncles ironing creases in their pants. My family in general, they always took such pride in getting dressed up, and definitely got passed down to me.
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