


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
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National Cancer Institute’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

Letters

IPat 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. Idon’t know why you use the occasion of his
death for what appears to be a professional/personal 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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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 PROBE:s.

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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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 1
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-Journal, 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:

“[Tlhe 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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