
North Vietnamese Army to infiltrate
troops into the South.

In one of the bamboo-and-thatch stilt
houses, the ladder to the living quarters
was made from metal tubes that for-
merly held American cluster bombs.

The family had a 4-year-old boy
named Suk, who had difficulty sitting,
standing and walking — one of three
children in the extended family with
birth defects. A cousin was born mute
and did not learn to walk until he was 7.
A third child, a girl, died at the age of 2.

“That one could not sit up,” their
great-uncle said. “The whole body was
soft, as if there were no bones.”

The women added Suk to the list of
people with disabilities they have com-
piled on their intermittent treks through
Laos’s sparsely populated border dis-
tricts.

Hammond, Chagnon and Sengthong
make up the core of an organization

It was a blazing-hot morning in October
2019 on the old Ho Chi Minh Trail, an in-
tricate web of truck roads and secret
paths that wove its way across the
densely forested and mountainous bor-
der between Vietnam and Laos.

Susan Hammond, Jacquelyn
Chagnon and Niphaphone Sengthong
forded a rocky stream along the trail and
came to a village of about 400 people
called Labeng-Khok, once the site of a
logistics base inside Laos used by the

called the War Legacies Project. Ham-
mond, whose father was a military offi-
cer in the war in Vietnam, founded the
group in 2008. Chagnon was one of the
first foreigners allowed to work in Laos
after the conflict, with the American
Friends Service Committee. Sengthong,
a retired schoolteacher, is responsible
for the record-keeping and local coordi-
nation.

The focus of the War Legacies Project
is to document the long-term effects of
the defoliant known as Agent Orange.
Named for the colored stripe painted on
its barrels, Agent Orange — known for
its use by the U.S. military to clear vege-
tation during the Vietnam War — is no-
torious for being laced with 2,3,7,8-Tet-
rachlorodibenzo-P-dioxin, or TCDD, re-
garded as one of the most toxic sub-
stances ever created.

The use of the herbicide in the neutral
nation of Laos by the United States re-

mains one of the last untold stories of the
American war in Southeast Asia.

When the Air Force in 1982 released
its official history of the defoliation cam-
paign, Operation Ranch Hand, the three
pages on Laos attracted almost no at-
tention, other than a statement from
Gen. William Westmoreland, a former
U.S. commander, that he knew nothing
about it — although it was he who had
ordered it.

In the last two decades the United
States has finally taken responsibility
for the legacy of Agent Orange in Viet-
nam. But Laos has remained a forgotten
footnote to a lost war.

While records of spraying operations
inside Laos exist, the extent to which the
U.S. military broke international agree-
ments has never been fully docu-
mented, until now.

An in-depth review of Air Force 
LAOS, PAGE 6
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Clockwise from top left: Bounta, Khao, Yenly, Choi, Nan and Bouam. They suffer from congenital defects linked to herbicides that were sprayed in Laos during the Vietnam War.

Hidden victims of a U.S. war
FROM THE MAGAZINE

The toll of Agent Orange 
in Laos is an untold story 
of the Vietnam conflict

BY GEORGE BLACK

Sunny, driven and with a new engineer-
ing master’s degree in hand, Joshua
Morgan was hopeful that he could find a
job despite the pandemic, move out of
his mother’s house and begin his life.

But as lockdowns in Britain dragged
on and no job emerged, the young man
grew cynical and self-conscious, his sis-
ter Yasmin said. Mr. Morgan felt he
could not get a public-facing job, like
working at a grocery store, because his
mother, Joanna, had open-heart surgery
last year and Mr. Morgan was “excep-
tionally careful” about her health.

He and his mother contracted the co-
ronavirus in January, forcing them to
quarantine in their small London apart-
ment for over two weeks. Concerned by
things he was saying, friends raised the
alarm and referred him to mental health
services.

But days before the end of his quaran-
tine last month, Mr. Morgan, 25, took his
own life. “He just sounded so deflated,”
his sister said of their last conversation,
adding that he said he felt imprisoned
and longed to go outside.

Suicides are challenging to link to spe-
cific reasons, but Mr. Morgan’s sudden
death has left his sister with a feeling
that is hard to shake. “The cost of the
pandemic was my brother’s life,” she
said. “It’s not just people dying in a hos-
pital — it’s people dying inside.”

More than 2.7 million people have
died from the coronavirus — nearly
127,000 in Britain alone. Those numbers
are a tangible count of the pandemic’s
cost. But as more people are vaccinated
and communities open up, there is a
tally that experts say is harder to track:
the psychological toll of months of isola-
tion and global suffering, which for
some has proved fatal.

There are some signs indicating a
widespread mental health crisis. Japan
recorded a spike in suicide among wom-
en last year, and in Europe, mental
health experts have reported a rise in
the number of young people expressing
suicidal thoughts. In the United States,
many emergency rooms have faced
surges in admissions of young children
and teenagers with mental health is-
sues.

Mental health experts say prolonged
symptoms of depression and anxiety
may prompt risky behaviors that lead to
self-harm, accidents, or even death, es-
SUICIDES, PAGE 4

Suicides
hint at the
painful cost
of isolation
LONDON

Issues of mental health
may be hard to pin down,
but signs of a crisis grow

BY ELIAN PELTIER
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On the edge of a vast park in Tehran sits
a Neo-Brutalist structure the color of
sand. Inside is one of the finest col-
lections of modern Western art in the
world.

You enter the Tehran Museum of Con-
temporary Art through an atrium that
spirals downward like an inverted ver-
sion of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggen-
heim Museum in New York. Photos of
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the fa-
ther of Iran’s 1979 revolution, and Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, who succeeded
him as the Islamic Republic’s supreme
leader, glare down at you.

A series of underground galleries
awaits. There is nothing quite like the
feeling of coming face-to-face for the
first time with its most sensational mas-
terpiece: Jackson Pollock’s 1950 “Mural

on Indian Red Ground,” a 6-foot-by-8-
foot canvas that was created with rusty
reds and layered swirls of thick, dripped
paint and is considered one of his best
works from his most important period.

Monet, Pissarro, Toulouse-Lautrec,
Degas, Renoir, Gauguin, Matisse, Cha-
gall, Klee, Whistler, Rodin, van Gogh, Pi-
casso, Braque, Kandinsky, Magritte,
Dalí, Miró, Johns, Warhol, Hockney,
Lichtenstein, Bacon, Duchamp, Rothko,
Man Ray — they are all here.

The museum was conceived by the
Empress Farah Diba Pahlavi, wife of
Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, and
opened to international acclaim in 1977.
Just 15 months later, in the face of a
widespread popular uprising, the couple
left the country on what was officially
called a “vacation.” The revolution re-
placed the monarchy with an Islamic
Republic weeks later.

The new regime could have sold or de-
stroyed the Western art masterpieces.
Instead, the museum was closed, its
treasures hidden in a concrete base-
ment, and the shah’s palaces were pre-
TEHRAN, PAGE 2

An American, an empress and a trove of art

Farah Diba Pahlavi, left, the empress of Iran, and Donna Stein, a curator, in 1977. Stein
feels robbed of the credit she said she deserves for her work at a modern art museum.

JILA DEJAM

Just before its revolution,
Iran built an impressive
museum. It’s still there.

BY ELAINE SCIOLINO

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

In the First Cold War, the United States
and its allies had a secret weapon
against the Soviet Union and its satel-
lites.

It didn’t come from the C.I.A. Nor
was it a product of DARPA or the
weapons labs at Los Alamos. It was
Communism.

Communism aided the West because
it saddled an imperialist Russian state
with an unworkable and unpopular
economic system that could not keep
up with its free-market competitors.
“They pretend to pay us and we pre-
tend to work” — the quintessential

Russian joke about
working life in the
workers’ paradise —
goes far to explain
why a regime with
tens of thousands of
nuclear warheads
simply petered out.

Now we are enter-
ing the Second Cold

War, this time with China. That’s the
takeaway from this month’s U.S.-China
summit in Anchorage, in which both
sides made clear that they had not
only clashing interests but also incom-
patible values. Secretary of State
Antony Blinken bluntly accused China
of threatening “the rules-based order
that maintains global stability.” Yang
Jiechi, his Chinese counterpart, replied
that the U.S. had to “stop advancing its
own democracy in the rest of the
world.”

A few days later, China and Iran
signed a 25-year, $400 billion strategic
pact, including provisions for joint
weapons development and intelligence
sharing. As challenges to the U.S.-led
“rules-based order” go, it’s hard to get
more frontal than that.

Maybe things will get better. But it
would be foolish to count on it, much
less suppose that conciliatory behavior
by the Biden administration will do
anything other than embolden Beijing.
Say what you will about either the
Trump or the Obama administrations,
but they did not provoke China to
crush democracy in Hong Kong, or
brutalize Uyghurs in Xinjiang, or vio-
late international law in the South
China Sea, or help North Korea sub-
vert international sanctions, or use
military force to bully its neighbors, or
undertake campaigns of cyberwarfare
and industrial espionage against 

Strategizing
in a Second
Cold War

OPINION

President
Biden has
a chance to
turn China’s
strengths into
weaknesses.
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A TERRIFYING SIDE EFFECT
Doctors report paranoia and other
psychotic symptoms in patients who
have recovered from Covid-19. PAGE 9
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pecially among young people.
Some intellectuals, like the Israeli his-

torian Yuval Noah Harari, have asked
the authorities to weigh the risks of de-
pression if they impose new virus re-
strictions. And public health officials in
some areas where there has been a
surge in adolescent suicides have
pushed for schools to reopen, although
researchers say it is too early to conclu-
sively link restrictions to suicide rates.

In Europe, with the crippled economy
and the aftermath of the restrictions, the
psychological fallout of the pandemic
could unfold for months, or even years,
public health officials say, with young
people among the most affected.

But bereaved families of young peo-
ple who have died during the pandemic
are haunted by questions whether lock-
downs — which not only shut stores and
restaurants but required people to stay
home for months — played a role. They
are calling for more resources for men-
tal health and suicide prevention.

“Mental health has become a buzz-
word during the pandemic, and we need
to keep it that way,” said Annie Ark-
wright, whose 19-year-old daughter,

Lily, died by suicide in western England
in October. “So many of us have never
been taught the skills to help ourselves
or help others.”

While people may have felt a sense of
togetherness during the first lock-
downs, that feeling began to wear thin
for some as it became clear that restric-
tions were hitting disadvantaged
groups harder.

“If you are a young person, you are
looking for hope,” said Dr. Rory O’Con-

nor, a professor of psychiatry at the Uni-
versity of Glasgow who specializes in
the study of suicide. “But the job market
is going to be constrained, and opportu-
nities to build your life are going to be
slimmer.”

As winter approached, mental health
experts began to see more teenagers in
emergency rooms and psychiatry
wards and warned of a rise in drug use,

gambling or self-harm. A June CDC sur-
vey found that younger adults, along
with ethnic minorities and essential
workers, experienced increased sub-
stance use and suicidal ideation.

“Imagine a young person in a small
room, who takes their course online and
has limited social life, due to restric-
tions,” said Fabrice Jollant, a professor
of psychiatry at the University of Paris.
“They may be tempted to consume
more drugs or drink more alcohol and
may have less physical activity, all of
which can contribute to symptoms of de-
pression, anxiety and poor sleep.”

For Pepijn Remmers, such tempta-
tions had tragic consequences.

Pepijn, 14, greeted lockdown restric-
tions last spring with positive energy.
An adventurous and sociable teenager,
he picked up piano playing and would
slip under the fence of the local soccer
field on the outskirts of Amsterdam in
the afternoons to play with his best
friend, Thijs.

But as the pandemic dragged on,
Pepijn struggled to focus and online
classes became too “booooring,” he told
his parents. New restrictions in the fall
stopped the soccer.

He began to take drugs in October, ac-
cording to his father, Gaston Remmers,
and his exercising routine waned in De-
cember. As his sleep patterns began to
change, his parents took him to a thera-
pist. “We would ask him if he was de-
pressed, and he would say, ‘Depressed?
I don’t know what depressed is. I don’t
think I am. I feel bored, but I don’t feel
depressed,’” Mr. Remmers said.

Then one cold January night, Pepijn
left the house. His body was found the
following day in a tent, where he had
taken drugs and lit a barbecue to keep
himself warm. Mr. Remmers said his
son’s death had been caused by a combi-
nation of carbon monoxide poisoning
and drugs.

“With the pandemic, the things that
spiced his life, that made it worth going
to school, were gone,” he added.

As Pepijn’s death made headlines in
the Netherlands, a lawmaker asked if
lockdown had killed him. It’s not as sim-
ple as that, Mr. Remmers said.

But the pandemic, he added, “pro-
vided a context in which things become
possible and which may have otherwise
not happened.”

After a series of lockdowns in Britain

last year, the number of calls to one sui-
cide hotline for young people, Papyrus,
increased by 25 percent. The increase in
most years is about 20 percent.

It is unclear, the organization says,
whether this is a sign that more people
are experiencing more suicidal
thoughts or symptoms of mental health
issues, or whether people now feel more
comfortable reaching out for help.

Lily Arkwright confided in her friend
and housemate Matty Bengtsson. A 19-
year-old history student at Cardiff Uni-
versity, Lily was self-confident, outgo-
ing and charismatic in public, her
friends and family said, but as she went
back to school in September, she began
to struggle with the effects of lockdown.

She also became more withdrawn, Mr.
Bengtsson said.

One evening in October, as Mr.
Bengtsson and Ms. Arkwright were get-
ting ready to see some friends, she grew
upset and called her mother to say that
she was coming home, Mr. Bengtsson
said.

Ms. Arkwright took her own life there,
a day after the birthday of her brother,
one of her closest confidants.

Ms. Arkwright said she hoped that

growing concerns about young people’s
mental health during the pandemic
would prompt more of them to share
their struggles and seek help.

“It’s OK for a young child to fall over
and let their parents know that their
knee hurts,” Ms. Arkwright said. “This
same attitude needs to be extended to
mental health.”

But though the stigma around dis-
cussing mental health has lessened, so-
ciety, too, needs to normalize talking
about suicide, said Ged Flynn, chief ex-
ecutive of Papyrus, adding that the
more comfortable people were with the
subject, “the less we need help lines like
us.”

People should be praised for adapting
and finding resilience during these diffi-
cult times, Mr. Flynn said. “Even the
need to reach out to a help-line shows re-
silience,” he said, adding that consider-
ing the circumstances, many people
were doing “really well.”

For Mr. Morgan’s friends, the loss of a
man they called confident and kind has
given them a resolve. “Josh always said:
One day he’s going to make it,” said his
friend Sandy Caulee, 25. “At least we will
— for him.”

Clockwise from above left: Annie Arkwright’s daughter died by suicide in October; Yasmin Morgan’s brother killed himself near the end of a period of quarantine; Pepijn Remmers, son of Gaston and Titia Bloemhof and brother of Boris, center, died after taking drugs.
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“Imagine a young person in a
small room, who takes their
course online and has limited
social life, due to restrictions.”
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world

President Biden wants to forge an “alli-
ance of democracies.” China wants to
make clear that it has alliances of its
own.

Only days after a rancorous encoun-
ter with American officials in Alaska,
China’s foreign minister joined his Rus-
sian counterpart last week to denounce
Western meddling and sanctions.

He then headed to the Middle East to
visit traditional American allies, includ-
ing Saudi Arabia and Turkey, as well as
Iran, where he signed a comprehensive
investment agreement on Saturday.
China’s leader, Xi Jinping, reached out to
Colombia one day and pledged support
for North Korea on another.

Although officials denied that the tim-
ing was intentional, the message clearly
was. China hopes to position itself as the
main challenger to an international or-
der, led by the United States, that is gen-
erally guided by principles of democra-
cy, respect for human rights and adher-
ence to rule of law.

Such a system “does not represent the
will of the international community,”
China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, told
Russia’s, Sergey V. Lavrov, in the south-
ern Chinese city of Guilin.

In a joint statement, they accused the
United States of bullying and interfer-
ence and urged it to “reflect on the dam-
age it has done to global peace and de-
velopment in recent years.”

The threat of a United States-led coali-
tion challenging China’s authoritarian
policies has only bolstered Beijing’s am-
bition to be a global leader of nations
that oppose Washington and its allies. It
shows an increasingly confident and un-
apologetic China, one that not only re-
futes American criticism of its internal
affairs but that presents its own values
as a model for others.

“They’re actually trying to build an
argument like, ‘We’re the more respon-
sible power. We’re not the spoilers or an
axis of evil,’” John Delury, a professor of
Chinese studies at Yonsei University in
Seoul, said of China’s strategy.

As result, the world is increasingly di-
viding into distinct if not purely ideolog-
ical camps, with both China and the
United States hoping to lure supporters.

Mr. Biden made that clear last week in
his first presidential news conference,
presenting a foreign policy based on
geopolitical competition between mod-
els of governance.

He compared Mr. Xi to the Russian
president, Vladimir V. Putin, “who
thinks that autocracy is the wave of the
future and democracy can’t function” in
“an ever-complex world.”

He later called the challenge “a battle
between the utility of democracies in the
21st century and autocracies.”

China, for its part, argues that it is the
United States dividing the world into
blocs. Mr. Xi set the tone shortly after
Mr. Biden’s inauguration, saying at this
year’s World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, that multilateralism
should be based on consensus among
many countries, not a view advanced by
“one or the few.”

“To build small circles or start a new
Cold War, to reject, threaten or intimi-
date others, to willfully impose decou-
pling, supply disruption or sanctions,
and to create isolation or estrangement
will only push the world into division
and even confrontation,” Mr. Xi said.

In pushing back on criticism of its
policies in recent days, China has cham-
pioned the primacy of international or-
ganizations like the United Nations,
where Beijing’s clout has grown.

Mr. Wang noted that more than 80
countries at the United Nations Human
Rights Council had expressed support
for China’s actions in Xinjiang, the far
western region where the authorities
have detained and interned Uyghur
Muslims in a campaign the United
States declared a genocide.

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs

claimed that Mr. Wang secured an en-
dorsement of its Xinjiang policies, as
well as its quashing of dissent in Hong
Kong, from Saudi Arabia’s crown prince,
Mohammed bin Salman, though a Saudi
statement did not mention Xinjiang.

China’s most striking alignment is
with Russia, where Mr. Putin has long
complained about American hegemony
and its use — abuse, in his view — of the
global financial system as an instru-
ment of foreign policy.

The Russian foreign minister arrived
in China last week railing about Ameri-
can sanctions and saying the world
needed to reduce its reliance on the U.S.
dollar.

China and Russia have drawn closer
especially since Mr. Putin’s annexation
of Crimea in 2014 was met with interna-
tional outrage and Western penalties.
While the possibility of a formal alliance
remains remote, the countries’ diplo-
matic and economic ties have deepened
in common cause against the United

States. So have strategic ties. The Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army and the Russian
military now routinely hold exercises to-
gether and have twice conducted joint
air patrols along Japan’s coast, most re-
cently in December.

The two countries announced this
month that they would build a research
station on the moon together, setting the
stage for competing space programs,
one led by China and the other by the
United States.

“The latest steps and gestures by the
Biden administration, seen as hostile
and insulting by the Russian and Chi-
nese leaders, have predictably pushed
Moscow and Beijing even deeper into a
mutual embrace,” said Artyom Lukin, a
professor of international studies at the
Far Eastern Federal University in
Vladivostok, Russia.

Chinese officials, like the Russians,
have repeatedly said that the United
States lacks the standing to criticize
other nations. They cite as evidence its

military interventions in Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Libya and accuse it of instigat-
ing public protests against govern-
ments it opposes.

In his extraordinary confrontation
with American officials in Alaska, Chi-
na’s top diplomat, Yang Jiechi, cited rac-
ism and police brutality in the United
States, along with mishandling of the co-
ronavirus pandemic, as evidence of the
country’s decline.

China’s State Council released a re-
port on human rights in the United
States last week, using as an epigraph
George Floyd’s plea to the police, “I can’t
breathe.”

“The United States should lower the
tone of democracy and human rights
and talk more about cooperation in
global affairs,” Yuan Peng, president of
the China Institutes of Contemporary
International Relations, a government
think tank, wrote the same day.

From that perspective, Mr. Xi’s out-
reach to North Korea and Mr. Wang’s
visit to Iran could signal China’s interest
in working with the United States to re-
solve disputes over those two countries’
nuclear programs.

Mr. Biden’s administration may be
open to that. After the Alaska meetings,
Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken
mentioned both as potential areas
where “our interests intersect” with
China’s.

In other areas, a chasm is widening.
Since Mr. Biden’s election, China has

sought to prevent the United States
from forging a united front against it. It
appealed to the new administration to
resume cooperation after the confronta-
tions of the Trump years. It sealed trade
and investment agreements, including
one with the European Union, hoping to
box out Mr. Biden.

It didn’t work. The first results of Mr.

Biden’s strategy emerged last week,
when the United States, Canada, Britain
and the European Union jointly an-
nounced sanctions on Chinese officials
over Xinjiang. China’s condemnation
was swift.

“The era when it was possible to make
up a story and concoct lies to wantonly
meddle in Chinese domestic affairs is
past and will not come back,” Mr. Wang
said.

China retaliated with sanctions of its
own against elected officials and schol-
ars in the European Union and Britain.
Similar penalties followed Saturday on
Canadians and Americans, including
top officials at the United States Com-
mission on International Religious Free-
dom, a government body that held a
hearing this month on forced labor in
Xinjiang. All affected will be barred
from traveling to China or conducting
business with Chinese companies or in-
dividuals.

Theresa Fallon, director of the Center
for Russia Europe Asia Studies in Brus-
sels, said China’s sanctions on Euro-
peans were an overreaction that would
drive officials into an anti-China camp.

They could also jeopardize China’s in-
vestment deal with the European Union,
as many of those penalized are mem-
bers of the European Parliament, whose
approval is required. So could new cam-
paigns by Chinese consumers against
major Western brands like H&M and
Nike.

Until now, many European Union na-
tions have not wanted to explicitly
choose sides, eschewing the kind of bi-
polar ideological divisions seen during
the Cold War, in part because of deep-
ening economic ties with China.

With each new twist in relations, how-
ever, clearer camps are emerging.

“The Chinese mirror all the time,” Ms.
Fallon said. “They always accuse people
of Cold War thinking because I think
that’s really, deep down, how they
think.”

China challenges U.S. for leadership in a new world order
While Biden champions
democracies, Beijing backs
an authoritarian approach

BY STEVEN LEE MYERS

Principles espoused by the United States do “not represent the will of the international
community,” China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, right, told Russia’s, Sergey V. Lavrov.
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“The United States should
lower the tone of democracy
and human rights.”


