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Filter Factory 

Asbestos, 
Cigarette 
Linlc Probed 
lly MYHON U•:VIN, 
'l'i1111·s ,\/11/ f \Vrilrr 

w1,;sT r.HUTON, Mass.--By Lhc 
Lime lw w.ix 10, Millon Wheeler 
w;is loo short of I .rcath lo fix the 
kids' 111i11i-1Jikes 1Jr play a round of 
gulf. I le liacl If/ quit his job as a 
polir<'n1:111 -· ;111d his dream uf ii~'­ 
<'0111i111: ('hi1•/--ll11'1'<' lici11g 110 place 
ft1r a s111;1II 1,1w11 c11p who couldn't 
h:1111 ;1 :,l.n•l('h11r. 
Wh1•1•/1•r .,p1·11I iiis la!il. mouths 

l.<'lhen•cl l.11 :111 <lX,V/{<"011 l:111k, laking 
;111 hour a11d :1 11:tlf lo totter l.o Lhe 
l1alhro1.1111 .uul l1:1ck lo l1ccl. 
"I I<' :stared ;11 I he bathroom. 

I hi1lk ill/; ;1ho11I how IH' was /~oing lo 
/;d i11 1111.'rl'. ;i11cl wouldn't Id 
anyone help hi111 gel. in I hero, and 
lhal's how he lived his life," his 
oldc!,I. son C:1rry l'<'c:tllcd. 

In l!J.S2, :,<Hill afl<'r his !iOlh 
1,irthcl:iy. Millon Whcolc:: died of 
;isiH'Slt1sis. ;1 di~c•;1sc caused hy Lile 
s1·:11Ti11g of I lie l1111gs hv asbestos. 

\Vorkc1I With Ashevtos 

A:slH•slosis w:1:; ;1 word he'd nev­ 
,,,. lw.inl u11l.il I ht• cl11clor., said he 
had it. In ;i flc<'i.i11g, nearly forgol­ 
l.1•11 ch:ipl1•1· ,,f his lifr. Wheeler 
worked wil.h ;1:-d,cslo:, al ii paper 
null for just :i few 1110nllts in 
l!J!i:l-!i·I. I/is f'.\pos11r<) n111:,l have 
hccu very lll',1 vv. for ;1sl1cslosis 
usually sig11if11•:; y1•;11·s of asbestos 
cxpoxur«. 

Wheeler's job was making asbes­ 
tos material for the filters of Kent 
cigarettes. IL was the marriage of 
two notorious health hazards-e as- 

uostos and crgnrcttcs-c that led 
munv al. Lhc mill on a sorrowful 
procession Lo early death. Al the 
lime, there was litllc Lalk of the 
dangers of asbestos, but the link 
uelween smoking am! lung cancer 
was gelling increased attention in 
the press. Threatened with the loss 
of ji ller_y cw;tomers, Lhc tobacco 
comp:lllies launched a swarm of 
lll'.IV filltir brnncls to convi11ce 
s111okern that their habil could be 
saf~. 

'llcnllh Prolcclion' 
Among Lhe most Louted new 

brands .:vas Kenl, introduced in 
ID!i2 by P. Lorillard Co. ( now 
known as Lorillard Inc., the na­ 
tion's foul'lh- largesl cigarelle 
maker). Somclhing of a maverick 
;u11011g cigarclle firms, Lorillarll 
came closer L:,an its rivals--thcn 01· 
since-lo admitting that !imoking 
wa!i harmful. IL said Kenl's "Mi­ 
croni Le" fi I ter off creel "the greatest 
health prolcclion in cigarcllc his­ 
lorv,'' and was designed for "Lhe 
one out of every three smokers 
who is 111111sually sensitive Lo to­ 
l,;1cco lar!i and 11icoli11c." 

l11 ils adverlising, Lorillard said 
its quest for Lhc new filler "ended 
in an atomic energy plant, where 
Lhc makers of Kenl found a maleri­ 
al being used Lo filler air of micro­ 
scopic impurities." 
Another ad dc!icribcd Micronitc 

as "a nure, dust-free, completely 
h;1r111lcss material. ._. ,"' 

l11 re.ility, Lhe "dust-free, com- 
pletely harmless malcria.l," 
ronlained · crocidolile, also called' 
"African blue" asbeslos for its 
origin and bluish color and regard­ 
ed IJ,Y many experts as the most 
ha"anlous of Lhc six asbeslos min­ 
<'l'il ls. 

It was used in Lhe filler from 1%2 
al least until HJ57, a period in which 
Americans puffed their way __ 

, throiigfi more than 13 billivn Ken ts. 
: It is unknown if Kent smokers 
; inhaled asbestos from the filter, or 
, if they have experienced any more 
· cancer than smokers of other 
brands. IL is also uncertain if Lori!­ 

, lard knew anything about the risks 

of asbestos, which had not been 
widely publicized at the time. 
Lorillard would not respond to 

wrillen questions on these subjects, 
nor to verbal requests to three vice 
presidents Lo tell Lhe company's 
side. It offered only this slatcrncnl, 
by Sara Ridgway, vice president 
for public relations: 
"We do not have asbestos in our 

products, nor have we had for 
many years. Thal is all I'm going to 
say." 
The Micronite filler was devel­ 

oped jointly by Lorillard and Hol­ 
lingsworth & Vose Co., a Massa­ 
chusetts-based manufacturer of 
paper and filter products. The com­ 
pany set up a subsidiary, H& V 
::ipccia!lic;; lnc., to supply Lorillard 
from plants in West Groton and 
Rochdale, near Boston. 

Holls of Asbestos 
According to correspondence 

between the firms, rolls of asbestos 
material were shipped to Lorillard 
factories in Jersey City, N.J., and 
Louisville. This correspondence­ 
produced in connection with law­ 
suits on behalf of dead or ill 
Specialties workers-shows that 
Lhe filler was a blend of 30% 
crocidolite and 70% cotlon and 
acetate. 
Lorillill'd still uses the Micronite 

trademark. But for reasons it won't 
explain, Lorillard severed its ar­ 
rangement with . Specialties, 
prompting Hollingsworth to fold 
the subsidiary in 1!)~7. . . 

111 :; gust :fiat )..J;r, an article in 
ncac...:r's Digest casually men­ 
tioned that the Kent filter had 
contained asbestos, and tha~ a n~w 
recipe had been developeo. With 
the hazards of asbestos unknown to 
readers-and apparently . to the 
Digest staff-what _might h~ve 
been a sensational disclosure ·m• 
stead .-,)llQYf'fL to be a . forgettable 
detail. ... · t;.tf ~he article pr~lsed 

. the Kent filter as better than r1v~s. 
in trapping tar and nicotine. · •·. ; ' · : 

'Lorillard itself, r~counted the 
filter's redesign-but not the rea­ 
son for it--in "Lorillard a9d 'r~~~~~:· 
co," a company his tor)'.~ .... ,\/ ::: :/.::): t 



H~~t11rch l'roKrAm · 
Acrorcliur, lo the honklr.l, "An 

inlrn~ivr rr-sr-arr-h pror,rnm was 
11rd1•rr-d to 111akr llw l\1•11l Mkrnn- 
111• fillt•r 1'\'t•11 l11•1t1•r. Tlw din•d1vr 
r111ph;1s11.1·d lhr ohjrrltVI' or ;I 11.10rr 
rl;ivorf11I s1111Jk<• w1lhm a filler 
ngarrllr. I ,orillard snrnlisl~ de­ 
vrloprd anrl sen I ro1111I less expert­ 
mrnl.1I fill..r cigarrllrs lo head­ 
q11arlrrs over a period of many 
11111111.h:,::. 1,;,u·h w:1:: l.r~l,•d and 
lrird-1111lil ~·1·hr11ary, 1%7. when 
al la~I word went lo llw l;ihoralor.v: 

•'Vnu'v.- <10111• ii!' ... The Krnl 
fillrr. rrvnl111.in11ary wheu il lirsl 
apprarrtl in 1!1(,l and hrillianlly 
imprnvcd in 1%7, showc,I how 
scirnWir i1111ovalions ;111l1c1p,1le1I, 
;i11<I krpl parr with, consumer 
dr111a11d." 

W h,•1 hrr I''"" nf ;1shrsl.us 
pro111pl.<"d I hr d1;1nr.r is sun1cl.hin11 
I .urillartl w1111'l rlisr11ss. II. 1s uncrr­ 
l;iin if f ,.,nllartl .. vr-n drnpprrl as­ 
ltrslns and Sp,•nalli,·s al lhr same 
umc. Thr ashrslos fillrr was ex­ 
pe ns i v r and may h~vr hcr-n 
~rrapprrl a::. a rost -r11l1 lllJ?' move. 
.l'hr-n, I.on, thr oriHit1al filler was /1111 
r.ond to :-:nil. 1110~1. ~mokr.r:;, who hatl 
lo drnw 1·xtr;i h;inl lo gc:l any laslr. 

/\,hr~lo., Frar? 
l111l s111nr ll11nk l.nrillard also 

i(rrw skillish ahnnl ash,•slos. l',:l<'I' 
llrrv11wirr. a fc,rmrr chrm1sl w1I h 
llnlii111:sworlh. said hr 111111<-rslnml 
I hat 1,nnll;ird "1:nt rnhl fpl'[ ;1hr111l 
1 hr asl)(':;I os. . . M.v 11r.iprvinr 
i11for111;il 1<111 is lhr.v w,1. worrirrl 
aho11I I hr rn11s11111i111: puhhr finrlinl( 
11111 ah1111I llw ashrslos and raising 
hell w1lh 1h~111." 
(;h·rn 1hr risks nf s111nkini:, lhr 

q11f•slin11 or ;1slwslo:: inhal.1lin11 h,Y 
l\r.111. ~111nkf'r:-- 111;1y s1·r111 l1t•:-:idc 1,lw 
pninl. YI'! st111lw:-: h.iv,· ~hnwn ll.1.il 
prnpl~ l11T11lhi111~ ;1sli,•:;lo:-: alH! rlP,· 
arr-I le· s11111k,· Lw1· a 11111rh h1r,lwr 
nsk or 111111! ra11n·r I h;,111 I ho~(• 
1·xposrd to 111w or I hrsr ha1.anl~ 
alo11r. 

\Vhalt:1·,·r 11 ... ·rrrrrl OIi l{rlll 
:~mnkrr:-:, I ilt'l.1' w;•s ;1 rlrvastal illJ! 
11uparl 011 Sp,•n,111 If'!- \\'n~·k f'rs. ~, 1~11 
"""'(' 1hr fdlrr 1111111'1' r,11rl,1· fll'lllll· 
I 1 \'" ro1ul1I 1011:-:. 

flalhn than h1·111J! ha11dlt-rl 1vrl, 
whi<'h wnold havr n·,hwrrl 1111' 
dwd t lw a:,lU's.111:: w;1~ 1.u·11n•s~r.tl 

!rlrv wilh lexlile eq11ip111enl. Work­ 
er; slil open hags of asbestos, piled 
il hy hand on a conveyor wilh 
collo11 a11rl acrlale, and ran il 
lhrnugh a "pirker" -a rnlaling cyl­ 
i11drr fesloonccl wilh s11ikcs lhal 
lore lhc mix lo hils. 

l)orolhy l'clrrs, whose husband 
Sicl11cy l'clrrs rliccl of lung cancer 
and a~hcslosis al r, I, recalled sr.r.inr, 
d11mps nf 1hr rlu.sl "hanp,inl( froni 
I.hr railers" al 1.h<' Spcciallirs planl 
in Wrsl 1;ro1011 whrn she hroughl 
him his h1nr.h. Onr 1·111ployee al lhc 
Hor.hdalr pl,1111. rrmcmhrred a ro- , 
worker whose "very lnnr, r.yelash­ 
<'S . . wo11hl have a hluish linl lo 
lhrm from I lw ,lusl." 
i\ l lrasl some workers r,ol pro­ 

lcdive masks, allhough lhc,Y ap­ 
parenll,Y werr of limilcrl value. In a 
drpnsilion hrforc his rlralh, Millon 
Whcrl,•r said l.hr. pickrr raised a 
dust so lliir.k "\'OIi cn11hln'l sec from 
nnr end of the machine lo lhc 
olhrr." 
"You were rovcrcd wilh dunl and 

the fihcrs of all three components, 
the acrlale, lhe collon ancl lhr· 
ashcslos," he saicl. "ll would be in 
yni1r cars, il woul,1 be in your nose, 
even through lhe mMk. ll would be 
umlcr your panl legs, il would be 
inside your socks. You'd jusl he 
literally covered wilh il. You'd be 
blue." 

ll was a "dusl-creallng 111011- 

\,you were covered 
with dust and the 
fibers of all three 

·components, the 
acetate, the cotton 
and the asbestos. It 
would be in your 
cars, it would be in 
your nose, even 
through the mask. It 
would be under you 
pant legs, it would 
be inside your socks. 
You'd just be 
literally covered 

· with it. You'd be 
blue.' 

-PoJ)or mill workor 
Milton Whoolor, 

slcr," said Dr. James Talc~ll, an 
oncologist. al llana-r'arhcr Cancer 
l11slil.11lc in lloslon, where some 
victims have hcrn lrcaled. 
"There couldn't have hcen a 

heller means of trying lo produce 
rcspirahle asbestos Cihers," Talcoll 
said. "There's nohody who worked 
in lhe Micronile filler project , , . 
who w;isn'l extremely heavily ex­ 
posccl." 

Nol /\WftfC or llnlArol• 
llollinr,sworl.h, Spcdallics: par­ 

ent company, conlenrls 1.hal 1l was 
nol fully aware of lhe h,11.ards-of 
asbestos al lhc lime ancl lhal il 
soughl lo follow lhe rccommenda­ 
lions of stale safely inspectors lo 
improve conditions for workers. 

There have bern al le;isl 20 
Spcciallics workcr.s who died of 

•.asheslosis, lung cancer, or meso- 
1.hclioma, a rare and virulent form 
of cancer almosl invariahly causccl 
hy ashcslos inhalalion, accorclinr, lo 
a reporter's cxaminalion of clealh 
ccrlificales and hospital records. 
Talcoll ;1nd other researchers 

have lracccl 36 men who worked 
for Speciallir.s in l!)r,:J, some of 
whom also were exposed lo ashes­ 
Los in other johs al llollinr,sworlh. 
Seven or the men arc slill living, 
some of lhem suffering from asbes­ 
tosis. or lhc 2!1 who arc rlearl, more 
I han half died of asbcslos-relalcd 
disease, according lo 'l'alcoll, who 
stressed lhal the munbers arc pre­ 
liminary, 

If a similar proportion holcls for 
lhr. approximately l!i0 men who 
worker! for 811cciall.ies rlunng 1ls 
five-y1•ar life, s,•veral ,101.en work­ 
ers have died of asbcslos-rdalcd 
disease. 

Wesl Grolon, auoul !i0 miles 
northwcsl of lloslo11, is a mix of mill 
hands ,111<1 while collar commulers, 
a quicl village amonr._ orcharrls, 
lush green fields ancl pine-shaded 

· counlrv roads. 
In r'rnnl of lhr. l lollingsworlh 

mill on the Sq11annacunk llivcr_is a 
sign l hal procl.-.ims, "'1:1:e I l~~hl 
Time fnr :,;air.Ly Is i\111 he I 1111e, . 

With a payroll of 180, the 111111 

has always been among the hil(P,CSL 
employers around, a sourer of 
r,lc.:aly work nnt.l plenty of it .. whcrr 
men somelimes work clouhlc shills 
for lhe ovcrlimc pay. 
ll lR a family mill, wilh a lradilion 

or fathers and son~ and kid brothers 
working-ancl sometimes dying­ 
logclher. 

' "foizabr.lh JacobR' 10-year:oTcf 
brother, Haymond McDowell, died 

· of a.shcslosis anrl pneumonia in 
ln70, a11rl h<'r hushand, .foe ,lacohs, 
rlicd of mcsr1lhclio111a In l!l82 al lhc 
age of 61. llolh men were Special­ 
lies workers. 

In l!IRri, 1,;1i1,abelh herself died of 
mesolhelioma al lhc age of !i◄. lier 
only known a~hcslos exposure 
came from washing her husband's 
clothes. 
For :mmc, cigar~ll~::1 were al 

holh cnrls of lhc prohlem, because 
scnoking possihl,Y conlrihulecl lo 
lheir disrase. Al limes lhey helped 
lhe111sclvcs lo free packs of Kenl, 
scnl hy lhe case from a Lorillard 
factory as a gesture of good will. 

l•'or each one who, like Millon 
Wheeler, died slowly year by year, 
lhere was anolher who wenl wilh 
sl111111i111t swiftness. 
friends remember Dick Valcourt 

a.s a powrrho11.se, a man who could 
lifl ,1 lfi0-pound molor wilh one 

., hand as if il wern a Rix-rack of 
L,cc1-. Valcourt worked for Special­ 
ties in Wr.sl Groton ancl continued 
al llollinr,sworlh afler lhe Mlcron­ 
ile projecl was shut down. Clearly 
riuile ill lasl winter, he continued 
showing 11p for work until supervi­ 
sors yanke,I his lime card lo make 
him ~ec·11 tloctor. 
i\ friend who saw Valcourt in lhe 

hospital a few weeks lalcr was 
shocke<I al his wasted appearance. 
"llis arms were 110 bigger lhan 
lhal," said George Griffin, curving 
his hancl lo form a small ring. "I 
couldn't believe il. ll made me 
sick." In May, lhe 57-year-old 
Valcourt diecl of mesolhelioma. 

Uo,ses nnd Workers 
There's hcen an clemcnl or 

rqualily l.o lhe suffering ancl clealh. 
One of lhc Cirsl lo go was Lorrel 
Nichols, general manager of Spe­ 
ciallics, who dic,I or asucslosis and 
lung cancer in Hlfit 

Love and heartbreak lwisl lhc 
face or l'hil Lemere Jr, when he 
recalls his falhrr·~ death from 
mesolhclion1a lasl December. The 
senior Le111C'rc worked a few 
mo11lhs for Specialties hr.tween 
high school graduation nnd lhe 
Army, after which he earned a 
master's degree in cclucalion, 
l.aur,hl junior liigh school and slarl­ 
e<i a small liusiness. lie was besl 
man al his son's wedding, and lhe 
lwo were side by side lhe morning 

1 he died. 
\ "The rluid was building up. He 
was a big as a whale. Ills arms were. 
like lhi~ big around, filled up wllh 
fltiid, anrl I stayed wilh him all 
nighl," l'hil Jr. said. 

i "I woke up hearing him gurgling 
and slurr and, you know, I Jusl 
leaned over him, jusl lalking lo him 
ancl I said, 'Dad, you know, ll's OK. 
We all love you. ll's Jusl lime lo 

, go ... .' I told him, ·~·11 be 1fllh you 
again some day. . . . · 
"He Juol knew ll was lime to lel 

go nnd he Jusl slopped breathing. 
1 He Jusl slopped breathing." He was 
51 years old. '.'!' 



Some victims worked for Spe- · 
cialties so briefly that when their 
illness was diagnosed years later, 
they had to be pressed by doctors 
to recall where they had encoun­ 
tered asbestos. 
The risks of asbestos were not 1 

widely publicized until about 1970, 
but they were known long before in 
medical circles and in the asbestos 
industry. By 1950, asbestos had 
been linked with asbestosis and 
lung cancer in medical journal 
articles. A workers' compensation 
claim by an asbestosis victim re­ 
portedly was upheld in Massachu­ 
setts in 1927. 

Hollingsworth began using as- . 
bestos in the 1940s, when it helped: 
the military develop an asbestos 
filler paper for gas masks. But 
company officials have said they 
did not realize the danger to work­ 
ers on the Micronite project. 

Aubrey K. Nicholson, former 
president of Hollingsworth, denied 
that the company supplied masks 
because it knew asbestos was dan­ 
gerous. In a deposition, Nicholson 
said the masks merely were in­ 
tended "lo prevent the unpleasant- 
ncss, and Inconvenience, and .lack 
of comfort from dust." 

Andrew McElancy, lawyer for 
, Hollingsworth, pointed out that 
'Specialties had made safety im­ 
provements on advice of slate 

: inspectors, who he said did not 
'seem alarmed by conditions at the 
West Groton plant. "Here we had a 
small Massachusetts 'company be­ 

. ing told by these experts. that the 
· situation was safe," McElancy said. 

He described Hollingsworth as 

1 
"a very concerned employer" that 
did not "knowingly subject any 
employee to substantial risk of· 
harm." 

Some disagree "I th' k 
realized what asbcsto in " th~y 
Jake Nutting «« f s. was, said 

· ' 00, a ormer Special- 
ties worker now disabled b b 
tosis "Th . Y as es-. 
pcopic the:~.~ •. was some educated 

Ot~crs give the company the 
benefit of the doubt. "I think at that , 
time, the company was just as 
ignorant as we were," said John 
LaValley, 47, who works for Hol­ 
l~ngs~orlh and whose father, 
I•. n111c1s LaVal.Iey, an ex-Special­ 
ties worker, died in 1980 of lung 
cancer and asbestosis. 

Several lawsuits have been filed 
against Hollingsworth by former 
workers or survivors.· Workers' 
compensation laws bar suits 
against employers, but at the lime 
the 1:n~n worked for the Specialties 
subsidiary, not Hollingsworth it­ 
self. 

Al least four suits have been 
sc.llled out of , court. Last year, 
Milton Wheelers Iarnily got a set­ 
tlement worth "seven figures," ac- 
cording to Albert Zabin; a lawj~r 
for the family, who would &6t 
disclose the precise amount. Suits 1 
by the Lemere and Jacobs families· 
and by survivors of cancer victim 
Lewis Johnson have also been 
settled. McElaney would not com­ 
ment on any of the settlements. ; : 

Apparently none of the suils has 
named Lorillard as a co-defendant 
nor has Hollingsworth filed cross~ 
claims asking Lorillard lo share in 
any damage awards. 

Myron Levin is studying the 
tobacco industry under a f ellowsl(iµ 
from the Alicia Patterson Founda­ 
tion, which makes grants to journ,~l- 
ists. · · • 


