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Expose 

'Journalist' Conned Colleagues 
For JS Years as Spy forTobacco 

Minneapolis 
A tobacco public relations man , masquerading as a 
journali st, spied on "anti- tobacco" science, scientists, and 
scientific organi zations for more than a third of a century. 
He spied on newsmen and newswo men, too. Thi s industrial 
espionage took place durin g the height of the cigarette wars, 
starting in the early '60s. 

The PR man cum journali st is Leonard S. Zahn, of Great 
Neck, N.Y., a Long Island suburb of New York Cit y. Starting 
in 1955, and co ntinuin g until the mid-'90 s, Zahn represented 
the Counc il for Tobacco Research (CTR), an industry front 
group. The CTR has been dissolved, pursuant to an agreeme nt 
last year with New York State, the state's attorney genera l says. 
However, CTR was still answering its phone last month. 

In a key earl ier trial, Cipollone v. Liggett et al., in which 
damaging tobacco documents first bega n to flood into public 
view, U.S. District Jud ge H. Lee Saroki n said of CTR: "The 
creation of this entity , and the work [it] performed was nothing 
but a hoax created for public relations purpo ses, with no inten
tion of seeki ng the truth or publishing it." 

Zahn has said, to the contrary, that CTR "is a highly respec t
ed, nonprofit organ izat ion whose purpose is to supp ort researc h 
by independent scientists at medic al school s, hospi tals, and 
research cen ters .. . " 

Role Is Assessed 
Some information on Zahn 's work came to light ear lier, and 

has alread y been reported . But new ly released documents, 
including thousands of pages of his files, show that he played a 
far greater role in cigarette maker s' efforts to denigrate and 
deny scientific evide nce linking smo king to illness and death 
than has previously been know n. 

Much new informat ion by and abo ut Zahn was uncovered by 
the firm Robins, Kaplan, Miller & Ciresi here . This law firm 
subpoenaed the files, and built and litigated the landmark 
Minnesota case that ended success fully last spring; it led to the 

subseq uent natio nal settlemen t between the states and the 
tobacco indu stry. 

The massive document file from the case has been opened to 
the public as part of the settlement. It can be accessed at the 
Minnesota Tobacco Document Deposi tory , loca ted in an indus
trial mall here near the University of Minnesota. 

Leonard Zah n is a life member of the National Association of 
Science Writers (NAS W), as are we. A decade ago, based on 
court documents, we published an expose of Zah n's use of 
working-j ournalist creden tials to enter pressrooms at scie nti fic 
meetings to serve his client , tobacco. (ScienceWriters [SW] 
Spring '89). This double-d ea ling is frowned upon by heal th 
organizat ions like the American Heart Association (AHA) and 
American Ca ncer Society (ACS) that run pressrooms to help 
science writers cover the news. 

Pivotal Role Seen 
The newly ava ilable court papers, however, provide a more 

comp lete pic ture of Zahn 's work - as spy. They document, in 
his own words, his enormo us service to th is "reso lute" and 
"unfl inching" industry. They also revea l that, for decades, 
Zah n played a pivotal role between the tobacco industry, 
includin g its lawyers and trade organizations, on the one hand, 
and science, medicine, the press - and thus the public - on 
the other. 

These documents also revea l how Zahn - a smoke r - man
aged to influence scie nce writers and the public at a time when 

cont inued on page 3 
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NEJM Editor's 
Job Is in Peril 

Philadelphia 
Internist Jerome P. Kassirer, M.D., may soon be out 
of his job as editor-in-chief of the New England Journal of 
Medicine (NEJM). 

Some officials of the Massachusetts Medical Society, which 
owns the prestigious journal, are unhappy with his performance, 
according to a knowledgeable medical source in Boston. 

Both the journal and the society have declined to comment, 
as have members of the society's committee on publications. 
So has Kassirer. But when the NEJM executive editor, Marcia 
Angell, M.D., was asked here if a change at the top would affect 

continued on page I 0 

I-Letters 
\~at McGrady Replies 
In our last issue, we described the difficult choice that faced 
film-maker Henry Hampton, Jr., our brother-in-law, several years 
ago when he developed a deadly lung cancer. His doctors recom
mended an experimental treatment plan, including an autologous 
bone marrow transplant. A cancer care advisor, Patrick 
McGrady, who is a colleague of ours, suggested, instead, alterna
tive cancer care. 

Hampton chose the mainstream treatment and was cured of his 
cancer. He lived eight additional years, and died last autumn. In 
recounting this history, we recalled a conversation we had had 
with Pat McGrady, years earlier, in which he said the outcomes 
from standard care and alternative care were essentially the same: 
After five years, patients treated either way will have died. We 
invited Pat's response to our piece. Below is his letter, published 
in full. We're grateful to Pat for contributing to this discussion. 

Dave, I was unaware of your brother-in-law's death last 
November, and I hasten to send you and your wife, belatedly, 
my condolences. I don't know why you use the occasion of his 
death for what appears to be a professionaVpersonal attack on 
me and my efforts to find the best treatment for him. I am 
surprised and delighted that he had a successful experimental 
bone marrow transplant treatment and that. it gave him several 
good years with his family. As you know from the literature, 
this is a most uncommon result. You mention Carl Sagan. Bear 
in mind that he died within two years of his marrow transplant 
for myelodysplasia. 

I am not a medical doctor, as I have always stated and as you 
acknowledge, but you err in asserting that I give medical 
advice. What I do is, in effect, extend the medical journalism 
I've done for some 30 years to address the plight of the 
confused, unsophisticated individual cancer patient. 

I seek out the best treatment options, the very ones that I 
would elect to pursue were I in the patient's shoes. It is for my 
clients to speak to the professionals, and to choose whom they 
wish to prescribe for them. 

Your "memory" of our conversation about cancer end results 
is dead wrong. Of course, not all patients die in 5 years. The 
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National Cancer lnstitute's longstanding claim of 50 percent 5 
year survivals is equally ridiculous. As Mike Shimkin, M.D., a 
founder of the NCI once remarked to me: "It's only true if you 
include pimples in the denominator." 

Your title suggests that your brother-in-law's death is a touch
stone to assess standard vs. alternative care. It isn't. His single 
(and singular) experience must be considered along with 
thousands of other data. The point is that nobody knows for 
sure what will or won't cure any individual cancer patient. 
In fact, most of the major cancer institutions, including the 
National Institutes of Health, are embracing alternative and 
complementary therapists to repair some of the glaring 
deficiencies of the conventional modalities. 

Your brother-in-law bucked the odds by following his doc
tor's advice to try an unproven procedure with a frightening 
mortality risk. In retrospect he had a good, caring doctor and 
some good luck. I couldn't be happier for him and his family. 

Sincerely, Pat 

A Note To Readers 
PROBE has made its newsstand debut, initially in 
Minneapolis-St. Paul and Southern California. To facilitate 
newsstand sales, we now are post-dating our issues - as most 
monthlies do. Specifically, while this issue immediately fol
lows our February one, it is dated April. There is no issue for 
March, 1999. Subsequent issues will be similarly post-dated. 

All subscriptions will be adjusted accordingly: You will not 
miss any PROBEs. 

Readers who keep track of PROBE should note that while 
our monthly datelines have been erratic - we sometimes miss 
an issue, or are late - the folio numbers (Vol. VII, No. 5 for 
this issue) have been accurate and consistent since the start. 

Since, finally, PROBE is a news publication, so that time and 
timing are critical elements in our reports, we are going to add 
a single line above the Masthead in each issue, indicating when 
it went to press. Here is the first of these lines: 

This issue closed on March 9, 1999 
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Tobacco Industry: What Did It Know? When? 
Even as the Council for Tobacco 
Research (CTR ), in New York, 
coughed its last gasp last month, the 
tobacco industry continued to say the 
case against smoking remains 
unproven. This of course is dead 
wrong. Documents introduced in last 
year's Minnesota Tobacco Litigation 
prove the companies knew the hazards 

officials from the Council for Tobacco 
Research (CTR), which then had a 
slightly different name. They also vis
ited NIH, Sloan-Kettering, Yale and 
other academic research sites. 
Returning home, they wrote a nine 
page report on their visit. Here are key 
excerpts: 

ing is nowhere thought to be sound." 
The BAT Brits - H.R. Bentley, 

D.G.I. Felton, and W.W. Reid - add: 
"Scientific opinion in the U.S. does 

not now seriously doubt that the statis
tical correlation is real, and reflects a 
cause and effect relationship." 

These conclusions were widely 
accepted in the U.S . tobacco industry, 
the BAT visitors write. They add: long, long ago. 

"With one exception [at Yale] the 
individuals whom we met believed that 

Trial Exhibit 11,028, as a prime 
example, is a report by three British 
American Tobacco (BAT) scientists 
who came to the U.S. to assess thinking 
here on the links between smoking and 
lung cancer. They visited colleagues at 
the Amer ican Tobacco Co., Liggett & 
Myers, and Philip Morris, as well as 

smoking causes lung cancer, if by 'ca u
sation' we mean any chain of events 
which leads finally to lung cancer and 
which involves smoking as an indis
pensable link. In the U.S., only 
Berkson [not otherwise identified], 
apparently, is now prepared to doubt 
the statistical evidence, and his reason-

"Although TIRC [now called CTR] 
officially still takes the view that 'cau
sation' is not proven, in practice the 
industry in [the] U.S. has found here a 
good deal of common ground with the 
opposition." 

The date of this BAT report : 
June 11, 1958. 

Spy ... 
continued from page 1 

the evidence that cigare ttes are dangerous was as convi ncing as 
the evidence that the earth is rou nd: Zahn culti vated and cozied 
up to writers, ed itors, and pressroom managers who, like both 
him and his wife Hi lda, smoked cigare ttes. They, as he, had 
personal as well as profess ional rea sons to defend themse lves 
and their addic tive behavior from fears that it might kill them. 

Zahn used his press room en tree to spy on scien tists surrept i
tiously and challen ge them openly at press confere nces and in 
corridor conversat ions. He was an agent provocateur. 

"I returned a little over a week ago from the American Heart 
Association's science writers ' forum in Tucson, " he reported to 
his CTR bosses, in the mid '70s . "It was the third such forum, 
but this time, unlike the two prev ious years, there was little 
mention of tobacco . . . . Last January I discussed the 
over-emphasis on smoking with one of the forum's chief 
organizers, a long-t ime friend, and perhaps he rea lized that 
there was little new or different .... Or, perhaps he thought that 
the press was a little tired about the same invective against 
smoking." 

Pro-tobacco Report Boosted 
In a report on the AHA symposium , Zahn also bragged that 

with the aid of "the K.C. peop le" - the industry 's long-time 
attorneys, the law firm of Shook, Hardy & Bacon, in Kansas 
City - "I was able to dea l dir ec tly with a Pittsburgh 
research[e r] who was about to have published a helpful article . 
A press release was draf ted, and he had his institution issue it at 
the proper time." 

The documents reveal, however, that Zahn was much more than 
a flack or a spy. He was the indust ry's point man with science 
writers, who are the narrow informational conduit through which 
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scientific findings for and against cigarettes reached the American 
public. As R.J. Rey nolds executive Char les Wade wrote to Zahn's 
CTR boss in 197 1, "Leonard proved to be invaluable" in handling 
a threat that had arisen at a meeting in London. 

"No ne of us," Wade writes, "has the con tacts with the press 
that [Zahn] has, and he used them to great adva ntage and with 
great skill ... " 

Skills Helped 
Much of Zah n's success stemmed from his persona lity. He 

was outgoing, gregar ious - a glad-hander. 
He lunched, befr iended, and play ed poker wi th press room 

managers and many of the era's most wide ly-pub lished science 
writers, including a number of NASW presiden ts. 

"Len Zahn is a friend," exp lained NASW president Charles 
Petit of the San Francisco Chronicle after our first expose of 
Zahn's work appeared in the orga nizat ion 's newsletter in 1989. 
Many of our colleag ues shared Pe tit' s feelings . 

Zahn bragged about hi s access to reporter s in a 1970 annua l 
repor t to CTR: "[My] close contacts for many years with 
science writers [has been] of great help - an intan gible. [I'm] 
lucky to have entree and access to di scuss CTR (and usuall y the 
entire tobacco- hea lth situation) .... [T]hc writers have treated 

continued on following page 

"PR Called :iPrime .~actor 
.:'The tobacco industi:y's,rhetorkal .strategy underlies all 

-::::;· ~'f.;'- ~-of:'· - -,~,_,: ·· ,_ ;,, • .i~- · W◊... . · - _,, . 

· of its other activities •.. . The CTR ... bas been one of the 
1,main,stays)of tlie imJustfYls di§in.forµaation campaign on 
the health effects of smo . . .. ." 

=< 

<-~moke & Mir . s, ta,putilication of the 
anti-smoking Advocacy Institute, 
Washington, O: C., 1998; pp :"·2.4 · 

Page 3 



Spy ... 
continued from preceding page 

me nicely." 
Zahn 's contact with science writers went beyond friendli

ness : He helped out. He worked. NASW, like other j ournal
ists' organizations, was - is - large ly run on a volunteer basis 
by busy and geog raphica lly sca ttered writers. Get ting necessary 
work done is a prob lem. 

Zahn joined in 1961. In the same year, he volunteered, and 
was appo inted editor of its quarterly news letter. He held the j ob 
throughout tha t decade, du ring which the first Surgeon 
Genera l's Repor t turn ed the governm ental tide aga inst 
smoking. It would be interesting to know whether, and if so 
how, the NASW news lette r dea lt with the red-hot smoking 
issue durin g Zah n's tenure; copies are availab le; perhaps a 
J-schoo l student sea rching for a thesis will dec ide to find out. 

Tasks Accomplished 
Zahn also served as NASW's progra m chairma n in this 

period, sat on its exec utive comm ittee, and, perhaps most 
important , he helped its office rs and its one paid adm inistrator 
when there were tasks to do, such as banquet ticke ts to distrib
ute at an annual mee ting. Zah n was a cons istent presssroom 
presence for many yea rs, we reca ll. 

Zah n bega n working for tobacco when he was hired by the 
Hill and Know lton (H and K) PR agency in 1955 . Ha nd K was 
the industry's maj or public re lations advisor at the time. 
It helped crea te the long-range stra tegy in which the tobacco 
companies swore, in print , that their customer s' well-being was 
their pri mary concern ; that they would re ly on science to 
resolve questions abo ut smoking's alleged hazard s to healt h; 
and that they would crea te the CTR (its original name was the 
Tobacco Industry Researc h Commi ttee) to prov ide funding and 
leade rship to speed the search for the "truth" about tobacco -
which then wo uld be sw iftly conveye d to the pub lic. 

Hidden Purpose Revealed 
As it has turned out, as revea led in the many cigarette paper s 

opened to the public in the last decade, CTR was in rea lity a 
decoy - a dead ly one. It was used constantly to promote the 
false idea that the quest ion of cigare ttes' hazard s had not been 
reso lved - It had ! - in order to keep the last nail from being 
driven into their co ffin. 

"S tudies Raise Questions About Smoking As [a] Hea lth 
Hazard," a Zahn news release on CTR's 1970 annual repor t 
charac teristically says. 

Persuading smo kers - whom the industry knew by the early 
'60s, were addicted to nicotine - that the case agains t smoki ng 
had not yet been prove n enco uraged the smokers to rationalize 
their addiction - and so to contin ue smoki ng (see box, p. 3). 
The result, over the last four decades, in term s of tobacco's 
profi ts and smokers' sickness and dea th, are we ll known. 

As CTR 's public relations man, Za hn did more than perhaps 
any other person to purvey these indus try messages to 1/Je 
public . When he first beca me CTR's spokes man, in 1955, he 
was an accou nt executive, and later was promoted to vice pres
ident at Hill and Know lton's New York office. In 1969, he 
resigned to start his ow n Finn, Leonard Zahn and Associates, 
Inc., and took the CTR accou nt with him . He represe nted CTR 
until he retired, five years ago , Za hn said last mon th in a brief 
phone conversatio n. He dec lined at tha t time to be interv iewed 
for this article, and ignored later reques ts for co mment. 

Earlier, Zahn had vigoro usly de nied any thing imp roper in his 
dual role as medica l jo urna list and tobacco PR man: 

"My work includes attendin g med ica l and scientific meet
ings," Zahn declared a decade ago. "[T] his is an appro priate 
and even necessary way for me, like others who write or report 
on med ical developmen ts, to keep abreast of what is going on 
in medicine. Also . . . public relations peo ple have long been 
welcome in most pressrooms." 

Zahn 's modus operand i was to atte nd a doze n or more scien
tific meetings each year in the U.S . and abroa d, and report back 
his findings. He sees this spy ing as a maj or miss ion, as indi
cated in this annual report to CTR: 

I know th e CTR staff and member comp anies appr eciate 
th e [reports ], and thi s past year I was grat ified at the 
number of requests from virtually every company for 
elaboration of certain items or add ition al information. I 
hope you will continue to find these reports, plus the 
other info rmational memo s, of help in knowing wh o is 
doing and say ing what in relat ion to our problem. Of 
course, at meetin gs and elsewhere, I t ry to keep the 
industry aware - through Tl [the Tobacco Institute, the 
cigarette makers' trade organization] - of what I think 
may turn into a major news story. 

Zahn used his contacts inside health organiza tion s for this 
purpose. In 1980, he told CTR abou t an Ame rican Heart 
Association (AHA ) task force report that "w ill be published 

co ntinued on following page 

What Did Leoncird Zahn Do All Day? 
"I attend a number of [scientific l meet• 
ings every year. The reports I do on the 
papers given at• them as well as ,on 
other activities are, I believe~ of interest 
and help to the Council for Tobacco 
Research (CTR), its member compa• 
nies and, through the .Tobacco lnstjfute 
(Tl), to the industry as a whole. When 
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e,·ents I ~nsider important come up, 
or are e.x~ected to come up at a meet
ing, I inform TI. Of cour~, I remain 
in constant close touch with Tl, advis
ing Bill t{Joepfer in advance about 
meetings and other situa'tions that 
might create a problem ;;- or . that , 
might be of a positive naturi ..•• 

f1At [these] meetings I am able to · 
talk with science writers - often at 
thel! instigation - about papers on . 
the program that deal with smoking. 
I alsp am able to talli;;,,vith people from 
the organizat ions nmoing the meeting 
and4with scientists in ,attendance.'' 

iT •• · - Zahn report, 1976 
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short ly in a scient ific journal. I expect to have a copy ... in a 
week or so," he bragged, "but I can give you relevant highlights 
now." 

This spying was a routine part of his work. As Zahn 
explained in another mid-'70s memo: "A s alway s, I' ve 
maintained a close liaison with TI, providing [it] with advance 
intelligence and copies of material s whenever possible ." 

He adds: 
"In many cases, we 're able to obtain infomrntion in advance, 

to give us an idea what to expec t." 
The Tobacco Institute is being clo sed pursuant to the 

nation al agreement betw een the states and the tobacco industry 
last year, accordin g 10 the New York Attorney General' s office. 

Reporters and press room managers may not have known , or 
may not have wished to know, what Zahn wa s doing. But he is 
absolutely explicit, in a 1978 letter to an R.J. Reyn olds vice 
president for example, about his ass ignments. He says , "I issue 
to the various companies two kinds of mee ting memos that 
I believe are of some value": 
l. "Advance information about what wi ll be report ed by 

whom. 
2. "A full report on what was reported, plus other relevant 

inform ation I am able to obtain ." 
Zahn goes on to say: 
"Of importance is the fact that I have access to the press-

Heart Asso ciation 
Was Pe netr ated 

The organi zation who se journali stic programs tobacco 
spy Zahn penetrated most succes sfully may be the American 
Heart Association (AHA) , where Zahn to ld his bosses "an 
old friend" in vited him. The AHA dec ided in the ear ly '7 0s to 
conduct annua l seminar s for scie nce writers . Zahn reported: 

I heard of [it] last year on the day it was first proposed, 
and informed CTR and Tl . . . . An old friend at the heart 
associat ion had the responsibility of organizing the affair 
and selecting the speakers. I propo sed some present 
and former CTR grantees, none of whom was pick ed, but 
I hope to try again .. . 

In a related document , Zahn says: 

The MR FIT [Multipl e Risk Factor Intervent ion Trial] pro
ject got its initia l publicity ... [at that] forum. I was at the 
session and reported to CTR . . . . Tl has also been kept 
informed, and I'm sure it has maintained a file on this. 

The first two of the se forum s were organized by a New York 
sc ience-and-m edia co nference impresario, Ben Patrusky, an 
NASW membe r, who was a cigare tte smoker. In a rece nt phone 
interview, Patru sky said: 

"He came as a journ alist, that' s a ll I can tell you. He had the 
credential s, and I treated him as such. " 

An AHA official, in its Dallas headquai1ers, said that after the 
initial exposure ofZ ahn' s dual role , a decade ago, AHA tightened 
the pressroom requirem ents for writers attending its events. ■ 
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rooms where I can 
obta in mater ials 
and information 
denied [even] to 
others at the meet
ing." 

In science press
room s, reporters 
can obtain the writ
ten te xts of 
resear cher s ' oral 
reports. Th es e 
texts are not avail 
able to the resear
chers ' co llea gues 
who are attending 
the conference. 

In another memo, PR man Zahn represented tobacco industry. 

Zahn writes that he has ju st attend ed an American Cancer Society 
science writers' briefin g, in St. Augu stine, Fla., and has passed on 
"the full package o f papers given by variou s scientists" there to a 
tobacco industry assoc iate . 

Lawyers Informed 
Zahn 's industry alerts also went to its lawy ers, Shook, Hardy 

& Baco n. 
Th ese report s were well received by tobacco lawyers . The y 

"a re exce llent - and represent a mar velous opportunity for us 
to keep abreast o f deve lopme nts," a Lorillard lawyer wrote 
Zahn in 1976. 

In a wider arena, Zahn also served foreign tobacco compa
nies. In the late '70s, for examp le, he created a throwaway 
newspape r for de moralized Europea n tobacc o employees and 
sales personnel extolling the plea sures of smoking. People 
"deri ve something pos itive from the custom," the editor, a 
Phi lip Morris exec , wrote . Th e relief of addictiv e crav ings was 
not one o f the reaso ns given. 

The doc uments prov ide some clue s to Za hn 's relationship 
with the cli ents - industry - he served. In his paper s, there is 
no discernibl e separation betwee n Zahn and the industry. He 
neve r quarrels with its strateg ic appro ach, nor with its tactics -
though he of ten has ideas and suggestions on how to get its job 
done. 

Za hn appears to identify with , one cou ld eve n say love, the 
tobacco industry. Whil e mos t of his reports and memos are 
fairly laco nic, he conclud es a 198 1 annual report: 

I' ll end now on a personal not e, if you ' ll permit me. 
Today is an ann iversary of sorts for me - the comp letion 
of 26 years ' assoc iatio n with the tobacco industry ... It 
seems like last week. I loo k forward to many more years 
with this bloodied but resolute, determined and unflinch
ing industry. 

When writin g to scientifi c confer ence sponso rs, Za hn 
identified him self as a journalist, as in this 1983 letter to an 
organization in Belgium: 

"As a freelance medica l j ournalist, I will be in [E urope] in 
continued on following page 
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Spy ... 
continued from preceding page 

March to attend several medical meetings. I understand that 
you are sponsoring a meetin g on Tobacco and Cancer ... in 
Brussels on March 25-26, and I plan to cover it." 

In regi stering for thes e meetings, Zahn claimed over the 
years to work for one of two or three medical news companie s. 

Editor Complained 
One was Selecta, a German week ly medical magazine. 

Another was the International Medic al News Group, in 
Rockvi lle, Md., which publishes newspaper s in internal 
medicine, obstetrics-gynecology , and other specialties. 

This reporter found no bylined stories in these or any other 

·;t"tivizy:~ Kl .· . .· .. 
'.T 74 memoJto . , try associiitcJ is,' in Zahn's tiles: ! 

''I thought you would be inter ted °-1 1..-nowing how a 
rec~'tsituation was h?hdled. I, . 

''On July 17, Pat McCormack~ columnist for United 
1
• Pre~f ,International (IJ!l), told me she h~d just -receiv~cJ a 
three-part"series on Women and Smoking with the byline 
of 8;iy\merican ~anc~: S()ciety (A~) s9j~nce writert'fil'¥¾ 

''!l'he articles were· poorly written, Pat said, and she 
. di~! )\'ant to d~ ,any,t~ing with ~~Dl• ~:Ot the AC~J,tad 
put pressure on some UPI executives and Pat was told to 
do --i~Jlmetbing with t,~em. Pat ";;ante4 .·. to know ~~:) he 
Council for Tobacco Research (CTR) could somehow 
respQnd; I said that was out of CTR's area but that per• ,~w .y .-'•', :-p '~ . . : :,a· t' ' 
haps something could b'e done, if she would hold off on the' 
AC§ articles. S~eagreed. .. ,1 

'~'I contacted :tmf Kloepfer or' the Tobacco Institute 
(TI), explained the situation, and he said TI probably 
would respond, once he saw the ACS, series. I was able to 
get t!te ACS series from Pat and se~t the articles to Bjll. I 
alsohranged foiBill ·to deal directly with Pat. · g¼' 

"The upshot: a three-part series bylined by Anne 
Hetfield Dµffin, TI vice president Jtnd science writcr;''has 
been written (cleared by the attorneys) and forwarded to 
Pat McCormack;' ,,, ,; .¾,, . j/ 

"Whether anything will appear on the UPI wire is 
unknown at this, point; .but if it does, it seems likely there 
will be a somewhat, balanced presentation." 

# # # A' 

We read this memo by phone to Pat McCormack, who is 
< '''< ' -,~; . 0,lx' ' 

now·retired in Connecticut. · · · 
"It totally didn't happen!" sht; said emphatically. "I 

believe I'm being slan<lered,'' she"a'aded Zahn is "a'total 
liar." 

'~<,>: *· ,,."."•:· } ;ii . 

McConnack 'said she is now"'a nonsmoker, but had' 
become a "social smoker'' when she came to New York to 
work at UPI early iii her career. 05k t 
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medical publications in Zahn's CTR files. There were two "To 
Whom it May Concern" letters from William Rubin , the 
International Medical News Group editor, identifying Zahn and 
his wife as his correspondents. Ther e is also a tart lette r from 
Rubin to Zahn, comp laining about stories he submitt ed on 
specula tion, in 1981, but also, apparently, had sent to another 
American publication. 

"Th is is the second time," Rubin writes, " that you sent us 
stuff that really wasn ' t what we needed, but was from meetings 
we might have wanted someth ing out of." 

Zahn also obtained press credentials from Bill Ingram, who 
was editor of Medical Tribune, a tabloid published in New York. 

"As a long-time smoker," Ingram said rece ntly by phone, "I 
was always prejudiced against peop le who attacked tobacco." 
Credentialing Zahn , the ex-e ditor exp lained, "was simply a way 
for Leonard to continue writing and fraternizing. And, perhaps 
I was helping him maintain credibility as the kind of person he 
used to be - a tobacco flack.'' 

Ingram (who was once our editor ) says he knew that Zahn 
was "using Med Tribune to keep his cachet with the medica l 
comm unity." He adds, "I knew that his regular job was to 
represent tobacco. " 

Zahn did produce an occasional "midd le-run" medical story 
for Medical Tribune on non-tobacco subjects, Ingram added. 

Providing freelance coverage of medical meetings pays but a 
pittance. Only the most frugal writer could hope to make a 
living this way. Zahn's work may have been more remunerative . 
We couldn't find any salary dat a in his files in Minneapo lis. 
But there is a mid- ' 80s letter from a European industry group 
accepti ng his proposed fee of $5,000 plus expenses to cove r one 
meeting in Canada and write a report. 

Reporters Called Cowards 
While he cordially glad-handed reporters to their faces, Zahn 

was less kind in appraising them behind their backs for his 
tobacco clients and bosses. He says scie nce reporters lazily 
accept what's dished out by anti-smoki ng agencies. "Few 
writer s," Zahn says, "have the courage to question or criticize" 
the anti-smok ing hear t or cancer orga nizat ions, or similar 
groups. 

"As a rule ," Zahn said in another report to CTR, reporters "do 
not bother to check the acc uracy of any report or study that 
attacks smok ing. They don ' t often care to do that." 

He adds, derisively , that the reporters will continue to be 
"spoon fed" by health agenc ies, and will "succ umb to herd 
journalism " in attacking tobacco. 

"From my continuous assoc iation with the science wri ters," 
Zahn added, "I suspect they are frequently bored with what they 
consider the same old stuff. On the other hand, as we know all 
too well, they'll ... contin ue to write on what they conce ive to 
be newsworthy topics - such as passive smoking ... " 

According to protocol, when industry flacks are admitted to 
pressroo ms and press conferences , they are discouraged, if not 
forbidden, to buttonhole working reporters for promotional 
purposes. Zah n, however, because of his close rapport with 
reporters and pressroom mana gers, evaded this restriction. 

continued on following page 
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r;--_PROBE1s View 
11ndividual Responsibility Is Key Issue l 
Tobacco arguments are usually couched in terms of 
opposing forces, risks, and principles. Often lost sight of is the 
fact that the selling of smoking also is an individual enterprise, 
carried out by lawyers, publicists, and marketers as well as by 
those colorful Southern folks who pick and process the leaves 
and roll the cut tobacco in papers. 

This special PROBE focuses on one of the men who helped 
maintain tobacco's markets during the several decades in which 
it was proven, time and again, that cigarettes kill - in multiple 
ways. Leonard Zahn, in our view, is responsible for what he did 
- as are all of the others who made and sold cigarettes. 

Tobacco is a legal product. That aside, how is selling tobacco 

continued from previous page 
"Often," he reported to CTR in 1980, "I am able to ask ques

tions at press conferences, or to have questions asked [by 
reporters]. Certainly, I talk with writers following the confer
ences, and many of them frequently seek me out for my views. 
I discuss the smoking-health situation with media people when
ever possible." 

Smoking Reporters' Help Sought 
Zahn spent considerable effort chatting up reporters whom he 

felt might either balance reports on "anti-smoking" science, 
or cover the "objective" pro-tobacco stories he fed them, 
suggesting, for example, that bird droppings may cause cancer. 

His memos and reports do not say that many, if not most of 
his press contacts were, as we recall, smokers - who thus had 
their own reasons for rationalizing tobacco's risks. This minor
ity of smokers among the science press was, in effect, Zahn's 
potent secret weapon. 

One of Zahn 's aims was to get CTR recognized as a reputable 

Ob . . ,, J:;t · . ?ff "" 

t}ectives ~zste~ .. . .. . . ·i 
A memo•witlfthelbovi ~tit1if and«iio t tbel'llde~ffi'ier,'is inf;j 

L~pard Z ' 6J~· .. ,!,!ere~;i'\>tj~ge~,is A\~ text: . ,; + • To intor e public thaf tbere still exists a scientific 
c9ntro1yers~ ab~ut smf kil!g ttn1;;hea!!h, '!$1 

• To convince the public that the only way to resolve this 
¾ .· ·•. ••• . ' . . •• 

continuing contr-0versy is through scientjfic research. 
• To iof~rm the p~bli£ of !bis i~dus,~Y\fes~rch. ~om-,, 

mitment ; . ·~ and owintetest . ~"': in7the /&.vancement of' 
scientific kJ,!owl.~dge,9 _ " 4' A ;'-?> ,, 

• To provide cigarette consumers with the other side of 
the controversy ,• . . . to offset their ,~xposure to unbal-· 
anced mass media presentations. 

• To develop public acceptance of our industry as a source· 
of credible information on smoking and health. 

§;,· , , ·-,.,,, /( ; .. .,,-: -~ :· ':f." 
• To foster a public policy in· the consumer field whlch'will 

be based on freedom of choke .based on all the facts 
r:atber than behitvior control throu'gb ~nalties, sanc
t~ons, testri~tions, an~manipuJ?tionyof information. 
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different from selling any other addictive drug (except that nico
tine addiction may be harder to break than narcotic addiction)? 

Zahn spied for tobacco. He promoted tobacco as a public 
relations man. It is a fair question to ask, How much of Zahn 's 
activity in pressrooms, and in contacts with scientists and 
reporters, represents legitimate public relations work - work 
that other PR men and women, serving other clients, do every 
day. How much is outside the professional PR man's realm? 
Finally, if some, or even most of Zahn 's effort is legitimate PR 
work, does the fact that he did it for tobacco affect the ethics of 
his efforts? Can a good PR man represent a bad product? 

Should science reporters and their organization help him? 

scientific organization - "an honest organization ... established 
. .. solely to obtain factual infonnation on smoking, and ' to let 
the chips fall where they may.' " He tried, almost always unsuc
cessfully, to get reporters to write about it in a positive vein. 

Article Was Too Good 
In 1970, for example, he wrote to CTR to describe his effort 

to get Bob Plumb, a Medi cal World News reporter, to write such 
a piece. Plumb, we recall, was a smoker. He's now dead. 

"I kept in touch with Bob," Zahn writes, "saw his first draft 
(which was pretty good), and made some suggestions." But, 
Zahn adds, when he later tried "to check on [the article's] 
progress . . . I was given some strange answers as to its status. 
I was finally told the manuscript had somehow gotten mislaid, 
lost, discarded, or something." 

It turned out that the story was "so good in regard to CTR" 
that the top brass at the magazine killed it. 

(We worked at Medi cal World News at about this time, and 
can' t imagine ever showing a manuscript to a public relations 
source. - D.R.Z.) 

In another instance, as the I 0th anniversary of the first 
Surgeon General's Report approached, Zahn talked with 
Philadelphia Bulletin sciencewriter David Cleary, a heavy 
smoker, whom Zahn characterized to his bosses as "perhaps the 
only major newspaper science writer who believes that the case 
against smoking .. . is not proved." 

Cleary died in 1993. 
When Zahn made a similar phone call to Jane Brody at the 

New York Times, he claims he got a sympathetic ear. "But, 
when her story appeared, there was not a mention of any 
opposite scientific view or finding." 

AP Writer Jaw-boned 
He brags of his ability to manipulate reports coming out of 

scientific meetings; in the comments below, in I 976, Zahn is 
referring to AP science editor Alton L. Blakeslee, a fonner 
NASW president and ex-smoker, who was the dean of science 
writers in this era: 

continued on following page 
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Spy ... 
continued from previous page 

"Blake slee wrote a widely-p rinted art icle on the mi lk-stom
ach cancer repo rt by Hirayama of Japan [who was one of the 
first to report conv incing epidemio logica l dat a linkin g passive 
smoking to cancer]. Hirayama also had considerable data on 
smok ing in his report. I discussed this aspect with Blakes lee, 
who omitted smoking refer ences from his story." 

There is no indication that if Blakeslee , who is now deceased, 
did omit these references that he did so at Zahn 's behest. But 
Blake slee did have a last word of sorts on the con trove rsy about 
Zahn 's tobacco lobbyi ng. In a letter to SW (Fa ll, '89), he 
wrote: 

"From the beginning, the vast num ber of NASW Active 
Member s [reporters] has not been naive. No r the vast number 
of Assoc iates [non-reporter s] vena l." 

Lobbying Described 
Zahn worked dili gently in thes e years to discredit the 

finding s of Hi rayama and others on the hazards of env iron
mental expos ure to tobacco smoke. He advised "The Today 
Show" in I 977 that passive smo king "does not appear to 
represent a hea lth hazard." 

He lobbied scien tists as well as writers. Reporting on a Heart 
Association mee ting in Dallas, Zah n says that he had "advance 
informati on" about a paper by path ologist David Spain, M.D., 
on sudden hear t attack s in women smokers. He adds : 

"In persona l discussion with Spain prior to his press confer
ence [I] brough t out the weakness of how he obtained his smok
ing histories. Spain himself voluntarily mentioned this weakness 
at opening of press conference , and also included it in actual 
delivery of his paper, though it was not part of his written text." 

Genes Count in Cancer 
Part of the "other side o f the story" (see box, p. 7) that Zahn 

and the industry promot ed to the publi c was the notion -
which of course is true - that there are other, non-tobacco 
causes of cance r. To this end, Zahn became chummy with a 
member of the CTR scientific adv isory board, preventive health 
spec ialist Henry T. Lynch, M.D., of Cre ighton Univers ity, in 
Omaha, Neb. "He' s one of the most sincere and dedicated men 
I'v e every met," Zahn told a Philip Morris executi ve, Elizabeth 
B. Hopki ns, in a 1985 letter. Lynch was raising money for a 
Hereditary Cancer Institute at Cre ighton, and Zahn suggested 
that Philip Morris might like to help. 

"Lync h's goa l," Za hn exp lained, "is to educa te the publ ic and 
the medi cal profess ion to the fact that hereditary cancer 
accounts for at leas t 5-10% of all cancers - 43,000 to 87,000 
new cancers this year alone. Many doctors," he added, "are 
truly unaware of this." 

Red Herring Launched 
Clearly, Lynch' s project did not rule out cigare ttes as a 

preventable cause o f cance r. But focusing publ ic interest on his 
work might help d ive rt atte ntion from smoking. Zahn 
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subsequently signed up Lynch' s Institute as a client for his PR 
firm, at $ 1,250 per mont h, and helped with its fund-r aising 

efforts. 
Zahn' s papers contain warm, cordi al notes from pub lic 

relations reps at major private and govern ment health agencies. 
Cordiality is notably abse nt, howeve r, when Zahn report s on 
the agencies to CTR . "Th e war aga inst tobacco continues 
unabated," he wr ites in 1978, and "if there is any disarray 
in this part icular war, it is beca use there are three different 
organiza tions involved - the American Ca ncer Society, 
American Hear t Assoc iation, and American Lun g Associa tion. 
But eac h wi ll be tryin g to get in its licks - and its hands in the 
public's pockets." 

Efforts Were Appreciated 
A few years later, this "disarray" was reduced, when the three 

groups j oined forces in a Coalition On Smo king Or Hea lth . 
It is hard to believe that press room manager s and their orga

nizations had no idea what Zahn was doing ; it was certainly clear 
to us, from casual and overheard comme nts, what he was up to. 

continued on following page 

Science Writers Grant 
Parity To PR People 
The National Association of Science Writers (NASW) 
eliminated its two-tier membership system late last yea r. In 
approvi ng a new constituti on, the nation 's science journalists 
ended the distinctio n between "A" members, who are journal
ists, and "B" members, who are not. Like Leona rd Zahn , many 
"B" members were PR men and women. Now , for all practical 
purposes, all NASW members are equal. 

The change was necessa ry and appropria te, NASW pres ident 
Richard Harr ison, of NPR , in Washington , exp lained, beca use 
"NASW is no longer primarily composed of staff j ournali sts." 
What is more, he told members, some co mpany PR people "are 
also doing some j ournali sm on the side." 

As was Leonard Zahn. 
Th is membership change will make it harder for pressroo m 

manage rs to restrict PR peop le in science pressroo ms, since 
NASW "B" status has been a key crite rion for excl uding them. 

Harri s says all NASW members must mee t the highest 
profe ssional standard s: 

"Members of this organization, regard less of their employer, 
should st ill be dedicate d to provid ing informa tion with an even 
hand, and with clear disclos ure of any potential confl icts of 
interes t, so readers, surfer s, listeners or viewe rs can jud ge for 
themse lves the source of their informa tion." 

### 

Smoking has been the No. 1 personal health story in the U.S. 
for several decades. Did tobacco rep Zahn meet Harris's 
criteria for candor? Will it now be harder - or easier -
for PR people to peddle their products in pressrooms? Is 
Harris naive? - D.R.Z. 

Probe 



continued from previous page 
As evidenced by his career-long tenure with their PR 

account, CTR's bosses liked Zahn's work. Similarly, PROBE 
found nothing in his files that indicates doubt or disagreement 
on his part with the cigarette industry's stand. 

In one rare reprimand, his CTR boss, Addison Yeaman, 
objected, in 1977, to Zahn's proposed use of the words risk fac
tor in a news release as "undesirable." 

Avoid 'Risks' Boss Says 
While CTR did, in fact, deal with research on risk factors, 

Yeaman acknowledged, "a discussion of smoking as a 'risk 
factor' has a connotation we should avoid." 

So: Don't do it. Zahn didn't. 
He wrote, for example, on the CTR's 25th birthday, in 1979, 

Why Tobacco Story 
Is Still Important 
The first Surgeon General's report on tobacco, in 1964, 
confirmed smoking's danger. End of story, we thought at 
the time. 

Of course, we were wrong. The industry managed to 
hold most of its customers, raise its prices and profits, and 
even today, despite setbacks, continues to prosper: 

• The national prevalence of current smoking among 
high school students has risen by one-third since 1991, 
according to recent federal statistics. Forty percent of 
white teenagers smoke, and black and Hispanic teens are 
catching up. 

• R.J. Reynolds has deep-sixed Joe Camel. But new 
cigarette, cigar, and smokeless tobacco promotions are 
popping up all over. While we were in Minneapolis to 
research the Zahn files at the Minnesota Tobacco 
Document Depository, we stayed at a nearby student 
motel. We picked up copies of the University of 
Minnesota student paper; it's published on cheap 
newsprint. Inserted inside, however, was a thick, bril
liantly colorful promotion piece for U.S. Tobacco's 
Rooster brand chewing tobacco. "Bolder flavor, 
Smoother cut, Bigger can," said the screamer headline. 

• Back home in New York, meanwhile, the cigarette 
companies are reaching new teenage users through multi
page ads touting nightclubs and bars in teen-enticing 
publications like the Village Voice. 

So. The battle is not over. 
What is more, it is being fought much closer to home 

than many people may imagine. Tobacco is grown in 
Virginia, Kentucky and North Carolina. Most cigarettes 
are made nearby. But two of the top five companies -
Philip Morris and Lorillard - are headquartered in New 
York City, as was the industry's Council for Tobacco 
Research (CTR). What is more, the marketing and pro
moting of smoking has long been a Madison Avenue oper
ation - a quintessentially New York endeavor. 
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that the organization "exists today because the cause or causes 
of the constitutional diseases remain a mystery. They have 
been associated statistically with smoking, but such associa
tions are not proof of cause and effect." 

Zahn is a smart man, and a note in his file indicates that he 
was aware that individuals who smoked died of "LC." But on 
the same page he writes that 30 years into the campaign against 
tobacco, "a large part" of the case "today [is] still statistical
epidemiological data." 

Why are many scientists, writers, and others "anti-tobacco"? 
Because tobacco is "an easy target," a "good whipping boy" 

for politicians, and, for government, a "coverup" for its failure 
to stem the epidemic of hard drug use. 

Some scientists, Zahn opined, are "sane, rational, realistic, 
[and] restrained." But many who work in the area of smoking 
and health "lie, cheat, distort, ignore, omit." Their lack of 
perspective is "bad for science, bad for society." 

Opposition Is Total 
Nowhere in these notes, or elsewhere that we could find in 

Zahn's files, is there any acknowledgement that the scientists 
and scientific findings elucidating tobacco's risk to health are 
credible. His is an Us vs. Them perspective. 

Zahn 's friends have excused some of his self-described 
meddling with science news as the braggadocio a PR must 
produce to please and hold his clients. Zahn was a braggart. In 
a letter to one prospective client, he brags, mainly on the basis 
of his work for tobacco: 

"I believe I have more experience in medical public relations 
than any other PR practitioner in the country." 

(The prospective client was Dow, which made the Vietnam 
defoliant Agent Orange, and, along with Corning Glass, was 
tooling up to be the major manufacturer of bagged liquid 
silicone breast implants.) 

Zahn's credo, he once wrote, is: "Tell the client what I 
believe he should hear, not what he wants to hear." 

By this criterion, he had no professional quarrel with the 
tobacco message he projected. 

Zahn was a skillful PR man: In the tens of thousands of 
Zahn's pages we scanned and in the hundreds of clippings he 
collected, we could find only one in which a reporter reports -
very accurately, as the court released Tobacco Papers have now 
confirmed - what Zahn and his bosses and clients were 
actually trying to do. This piece appeared in the Louisville 
Courier-Joumal, in the late '70s; the date has been expunged 
from the clipping, and it is incomplete. Zahn is not mentioned, 
but one of CTR's scientific directors, Robert C. Hockett, is. 

The reporter is Robert L. Peirce. The story, part of a series 
called The Tobacco War, is headlined: "Tobacco's Defenders: 
They fight a delaying action as evidence grows." Peirce writes: 

"[T]he industry's scientific supporters . . . look for 
contradictions in anti-smoking research to create what a lawyer 
would call reasonable doubt. They argue that massive statisti
cal evidence - and considerable evidence from the laboratory 
- is either mistaken or not strong enough to be 'proof."' 

That, from Zahn's files, describes exactly what Zahn did all 
day in the decades he represented the cigarette industry. ■ 
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Editors ... 
continued from page 2 

her, she paused for a long moment, looked pained, and 
exclaimed: "Inevitably!" 

Angell went on to say that she wouldn't comment and 
couldn't comment on the matter, and "doesn't know" what will 
happen. No decisions have been made, she said. 

Angell, a pathologist, was interviewed briefly here on Feb. 
27, at a conference on "Science Meets Alternative Medicine." 
She was a keynote speaker. 

The second keynoter was pathologist George Lundberg, 
M.D., the recently fired editor of the Journal of the American 
Medical Association and the other AMA journals. Lundberg 
has since been hired as editor-in-chief of Medscape, a leading 

medical web site for doctors and other healthcare professionals 
and consumers. He told PROBE that he, too, was aware of the 
"rumor" that "Jerry" is in trouble with his employers. 

Reasons for this discontent have not been spelled out. But 
one source said that AIDS researchers remain angry at the way 
Kassirer and Angell handled recent allegations that AIDS pre
vention trials in Africa are unethical. Printing the complaint, by 
health activist Sidney Wolfe, M.D., was appropriate, this source 
says. But endorsing it, as Kassirer and Angell did, was not. 

(Posted on PROBE' s website on March 10. 

# # # 

Harsh criticism of the AMA after it fired its long-time, and 
supposedly "independent" editor, Lundgren, could 
persuade Kassirer's employers not to face a similar 
firestorm by firing him. - DRZ 

Special Subscription Offer for PROBE 
You are cordially invited to reserve your subscription to 
PROBE, the critical, wholly-independent newsletter of sci
ence and medicine. PROBE publishes investigative articles 
and analyses. PROBE interprets developments in science and 
technology and explores their links to public policy and per
sonal health. 

YES, count me among those who support independent 
medical and scientific reporting. Enter my one-year sub
scription to PROBE at the special price of $65, delivered to 
your home; or $95, delivered to your office. 

[ ] My check is enclosed. Please add a bonus extra month to 
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