The Tylenol Murders

On September 29, 1982, a sick 12-year-old girl in Elk Grove Village, Illinois, unwittingly took an Extra-Strength Tylenol capsule laced with cyanide poison, and died later that day.

She wound up being one of seven people to die suddenly after taking the popular over-the-counter medication, as the so-called Tylenol murders spread fear across the country.

The victims, all from the Chicago area, ranged in age from 12 to 35, and included three members of the same family.

Johnson & Johnson, the maker of Tylenol, launched a massive recall of its product, and offered a $100,000 reward for information leading to the arrest of the person or persons responsible.

What was behind this incident?

Was it just a crazed insider, or was there something else involved?

Let’s have a look.

======================================

Initial findings and response

Investigators soon determined that the tainted Tylenol capsules hadn’t been tampered with at the factories where they were produced.

This meant, according to what we were told, that someone had taken the bottles from store shelves, laced them with poison, and then returned them to grocery stores and pharmacies, where the victims later purchased the tampered bottles.

Johnson & Johnson reacted to the crisis swiftly and decisively, as far as launching a massive public relations campaign, urging the public not to use Tylenol.

The company also ordered a national recall of 264,000 bottles of Tylenol, and offered free replacement of the product in safer tablet form.

At the time, it was unusual for companies to recall their products.

Before the “Tylenol Terrorist” struck, Tylenol was the nation’s leading over-the-counter drug, and Johnson & Johnson’s bestselling product.

Thus, some observers speculated that Tylenol would never be able to recover from this disaster.

However, within months, Tylenol was back on store shelves with a new safety seal.

The recall and re-launch cost Johnson & Johnson over $100 million, but in the end, the company was praised for its handling of the crisis, and its sales soared once again, making the $100 million investment worth it.

Within a year, Tylenol’s market share rebounded, and its tarnished image was significantly repaired.

The Tylenol murders, which inspired copycat crimes involving other products, were never solved, although various individuals were investigated.

However, a positive outcome of the crisis was that it led drug makers to develop tamper-proof packaging, which had been largely nonexistent before the Tylenol Terrorist struck.

Was this whole thing some type of twisted publicity stunt designed to boost sales in the long run?

Is there more to this story?

====================================

A strange premonition

On September 7 of 1982--just a few weeks before the first Tylenol death--Johnson & Johnson’s top executives met for their annual 3-day strategic planning review.

At that time, things were shaping up to be a banter year for the company--it was in the midst of a long run of steady earnings growth.

But in spite of all this, James Burke, the company’s chairman and CEO, stated at this meeting that he was worried that some future problem might threaten the company’s strong financial position.

Now why would he have such a concern?

Reflecting back on this, Burke stated:

“I took some kidding at that meeting for worrying about things I don’t have to.  We had been marveling at how lucky we were to be in our industry, to have some very profitable brands doing so well, and I had said, offhand, what if something happens to one of them, like Tylenol?”

You’ve got to be kidding me!

=======================================

Strange post-poisoning behavior at J&J

Not long after news broadcasts alerted the public to the danger of Extra-Strength Tylenol, James Burke told his friend David Collins, Chairman of the J&J subsidiary company McNeil Consumer Products (which manufactured Tylenol for J&J), to take charge of the Tylenol problem.

The first thing Collins did in this capacity was to call his long-time friend since childhood, Paul Noland, an attorney for the law firm Rooks, Pitts, and Poust (a mostly Jewish-run company), whose expertise was products liability cases.

Collins told Noland to go to the Cook County Medical Examiner’s Office and find out as much as he could, and then call him back.

He said:

“I need my own eyes and ears on the scene.”

Next, Collins called another attorney friend of his--Francis “Mike” Heroux, to help him manage the crisis.

Heroux also worked at the Rooks, Pitts, and Poust firm.

Heroux, as it turns out, was very close friends with Illinois Governor Jim Thompson.

Thompson put Illinois Attorney General Tyrone Fahner in charge of the investigative team dubbed “The Tylenol Task Force.”

Fahner was actually a political has-been at this time, trailing 20 points behind his opponent in the upcoming elections.

But with the positive press reviews he got in the wake of the Tylenol fiasco, his percentage rose substantially to get him re-elected.

One of Fahner’s first official acts as the head of the Tylenol Task Force was to advise Illinois residents to gather up all their Tylenol capsules and flush them down the toilet.

This was strange advice, considering that all bottles should have been considered part of a major investigation, and should thus have been handed in to authorities.

Not to mention that flushing them down the toilet could very well have poisoned the entire environment!

Anyway, soon a major media campaign was launched, which painted J&J and McNeil as victims in this affair, winning them sympathy points in the public mind.

Interestingly, only two days after the Tylenol story went public, the FDA assured the public that J&J bore no responsibility for the tamperings.

But how could they have known this so early on?

In such a short time, it’s highly unlikely that the FDA would have been able to conduct even a preliminary investigation of the manufacturing plants.

Standard FDA inspections of this sort take several days to several weeks to complete.

Anyway, when asked by one reporter about the possibility of the cyanide having been placed in the Tylenol at a manufacturing plant, McNeil Communications Director Elsie Gehmer proclaimed:

“We were clean.”

She further said that the company did not work with cyanide, and that Tylenol was the only product produced at the plant.

Larry Foster, J&J’s vice president, also assured reporters that cyanide was not stored at the Tylenol plant or used in the production of the product.

But one day later, J&J was forced to retract.

Foster admitted that cyanide was indeed stored and used at the McNeil manufacturing plant.

McNeil used cyanide on a daily basis, in fact, to test Povidone, the primary binder used in the making of Tylenol.

In the meantime, McNeil was supposedly conducting a major investigation, or so the public was told.

And yet, none of McNeil’s findings were ever made known to the public.

Video conferencing was set up between top officials in J&J and McNeil, to give the public the impression that everything was being done above board, and in earnest, to get to the bottom of this tragedy, and to reinforce the notion that there was no culpability with J&J.

But the truth is, all during this time, J&J kept all independent reporters at bay throughout the entire crisis.

Only a few J&J employees talked to the press, and at that only major media outlets, and only over the telephone.

After releasing a few brief public statements in the first two days of the investigation, the public relations department went into lockdown mode, and followed a policy of silence regarding any new information relevant to the Tylenol tamperings.

J&J never held a press conference, or took questions in an open forum.

James Burke did make appearances on “60 Minutes” and the Donahue Show, but only long after the murders took place (about four weeks later), and for the sole purpose of promoting Tylenol in its new tamper-resistant packaging.

==============================

The FBI to the rescue

The FBI conducted an investigation of its own.

Agent John Douglas was called upon to develop a psychological profile of the Tylenol killer.

And obviously he was just the man for the job, because at that time, according to his own admission from his book Mind Hunter:

“…this was early in my career and I’d never done a product tampering case before, nor had I ever interviewed a convicted tamperer in prison…”

Yup, he had all the necessary qualifications for the type of investigation they were looking for!

==============================

Convenient circumstances with other investigators

As it turned out, the Illinois officials who shaped the Tylenol murders investigative strategy were all current or former employees of the US Department of Justice.

In addition to that, they all had been, or would later be, appointed director of the Illinois Department of Law Enforcement by Governor Jim Thompson.

But that’s not all.

J&J operated more than a dozen plants in the Chicago area and brought thousands of jobs and hundreds of millions of dollars into the Illinois economy.

Thus, we should not be surprised to discover that Chicago authorities turned over all the collected Tylenol bottles and capsules to J&J, to conduct their own investigation on them.

Can you believe this?

J&J had promised to pay all costs associated with collecting the Tylenol capsules and bottles from stores in Illinois, and then having them moved to a temporary lab in Lemont--a lab that was staffed with 30 J&J toxicologists, having been set up by J&J itself, in one of its own warehouses (the J&J Midwest Distribution Center).

Incredible!

But it gets crazier still.

Chicago Mayor Jane Byrne ordered Chicago police and health officials to remove ALL Tylenol products from all 2,000 stores throughout the city.

J&J officials were not happy about this, since they had been insisting that only Extra Strength Tylenol was the source of the problem.

But this was interesting, since this had not yet been established with absolute certainty.

Not only that, but J&J officials were quick to remind the Mayor that they had only agreed to pay for the cost of collecting and inspecting Extra Strength Tylenol from store shelves.

As it turns out, according to J&J’s own documents, only a small percentage of the Tylenol bottles it collected were actually inspected.

The public was told that over 2 million capsules were inspected, but J&J’s documents reveal that only 190,000 capsules were actually examined.

Interestingly, a UPI story put the total even lower, at 142,000 capsules.

This means that J&J only tested between 1.43 and 1.73 percent of the total of 220,000 bottles of Tylenol on store shelves in Chicago at the time of the murders.

If J&J really wanted to test all contaminated bottles, they could easily have done so.

With litmus paper, their 30 toxicologists, working with rotating shifts around the clock, could have inspected 302,400 bottles per week, at two bottles per minute.

Also, they could have used the imaging machine produced by Lixi Inc., to inspect the Tylenol bottles even more rapidly.

The company’s president, Joseph E. Pascente, offered his machine for that purpose, but, as he put it, “nobody listened.”

==============================

The sources of the tainted Tylenol

The lot numbers on the tainted bottles of Tylenol indicated that they originated from two different McNeil manufacturing plants--one in Round Rock, Texas, and the other in Fort Washington, Pennsylvania.

Yet both these lots wound up being distributed for sale in the Chicago area.

Rather strange, wouldn’t you say?

Initially, Collins said he didn’t know where the second lot had come from, but he was obviously lying, because the lot number automatically indicates the exact point of origin.

So this indicates top-level coordination, involving Collins himself, of course, as well as Burke, at least in the capacity of cover-up operations.

(It later emerged that the tainted Tylenol actually came from 7 different lots, and that they wound up in stores in several other states--which probably wasn’t supposed to happen, but J&J had initially only instituted a recall for two of those lots, hoping to minimize costs.)

The impression has always been given, once again, that the tamperings took place in the stores where the purchases of the Tylenol were made.

But this isn’t very likely, since the chances of getting caught would have been much higher.

Whereas if it was all done at the same place, all at once, it would have been a lot easier--such as at one of J&J’s warehouses in the Chicago area.

But as far as Attorney General Tyrone Fahner was concerned, it was a done deal that the tamperings took place in local stores where the drug was sold.

One of the reasons given for this assertion was the claim that the cyanide couldn’t have been in the capsules for very long, since the corrosive nature of this substance would have caused the gelatin capsules to disintegrate within 24 hours.

However, independent tests showed that there was no sign of corrosion up to 36 hours after exposure of gelatin to cyanide.

In some cases, some capsules lasted for several weeks without corrosion (the variations were due to the amount of water moisture in the cyanide mix).

It was estimated that at least 235 contaminated bottles were spread around stores in the Chicago area, and that most of those bottles were thrown away by consumers after hearing about the contamination story.

To have placed all these bottles in so many stores, again, just doesn’t make any sense.

This was obviously an “inside job.”

There were some local officials who weren’t buying the ridiculous local store contamination theory.

One of them was Chicago Police Superintendent Richard Brzeczek.

He stated:

“We’re still in the process of trying to understand the scenario of events as to how the cyanide got into those bottles.  That’s what you need to do to tie it in with a specific person.”

Another person who had his doubts was attorney Philip Corboy, who filed a product liability lawsuit on behalf of the families of two poisoning victims.

He stated:

“The media did an excellent job of informing the public that a madman was out there, but I don’t know of any evidence of that.  Where along the line it happened is something a jury will decide.”

But, unfortunately, a jury never got the opportunity to decide that issue.

The suits were blocked at every turn.

The only scenario allowed to be considered was, again, the local store contamination hypothesis, and thus this case was never solved, nor could it ever be, under such a fraudulent premise.

An extremely vague profile of the alleged perpetrator was offered by analysts, which only served to lead investigators off the trail.

Naturally, Burke praised this phony profiling job.

He said:

“The public was served well because of the extraordinary cooperation that occurred among all the responsible elements of society.  The regulatory agencies, the wholesale and retail parts of the distribution system;  the various medical professionals, the local, federal, and state law enforcement agencies…all worked together with the media to alert the public to the danger and to protect them in the process.”

Oh please!

He then went on to say that the cooperation between J&J, the FBI, and the FDA was:

“…a demonstration without parallel of government and business working with the news media to help protect the public.”

Yeah, and who controls all of them?

It turns out that, just hours before the first Tylenol death had occurred, two Elgin police officers, Al Swanson, and Joseph Chavez, found several cases of Extra Strength Tylenol abandoned in the parking lot of a Howard Johnson’s Motor Lodge and Restaurant.

They noticed that many bottles had been opened, and that the contents of a good many capsules had been emptied on the ground, and they also noticed that several of the capsules looked like they had been taken apart and put back together again.

Unfortunately, they didn’t realize what they had stumbled upon, and left the boxes in the lot, thinking it was the scene of some small0time drug user’s operation.

Shortly after leaving the scene, they both fell ill, but they survived, seeing that they had only absorbed small amounts of the poison through the skin of their fingertips, and / or inhaled small amounts of the powder.

Anyway, it was later discovered that the boxes they saw were the same used by the Zahn Drug Company--a local pharmacy service provider that most likely delivered the cyanide-laced capsules to Central DuPage Hospital, where one victim had died.

This reinforced the idea that at least some of the tamperings most likely occurred in repackaging and / or distribution centers, not to mention the fact that it would have been much harder for a “lone nut” to have tampered with Tylenol bottles at a hospital pharmacy than a regular one.

Zahn, by the way, is a German Ashkenazi Jewish name.

Interestingly, news coverage of companies like Zahn gave the impression that such tamperings were impossible, since Tylenol bottles arrived there in vacuum-sealed packages of 6.

However, what they failed to point out is that these sealed packages were almost always opened, and individual bottles were often handled by workers to fill individual orders.

So it was at this phase of distribution that the tampering most likely took place, or a good deal of it anyway.

Yet this issue was completely covered up by the Jewish supremacist media.

Go figure!

====================================

The plot thickens

It soon emerged that all the bottles containing cyanide-laced Tylenol had extended expiration dates.

The shelf life of Tylenol sold to the general public has always had a 3-year expiration date from the time of manufacture.

But Tylenol sold to the military has been given a 5-year shelf life, and this is exactly how long the shelf life of the tainted Tylenol bottles was.

Did these bottles come from a military base?

Or were they intercepted and brought to the public market instead?

In any case, this revelation would seem to indicate some degree military involvement in this plot.

=============================

Suspects everywhere

Over the next several weeks and months, alleged suspects began popping out of the woodwork.

Some were mere attention whores, but most of them were individuals that the FBI and several local law enforcement officials were simply trying to set up to take the fall.

The reasons for this were twofold:

1. To make it look like they were doing their job, and thus put the public mind at rest.

2. To take attention off the fact that this whole operation was a scam, orchestrated by J&J officials themselves, with government help in covering it up.

Another factor was the issue of the upcoming election, and Attorney General Tyrone Fahner needed an edge to assure his victory.

Thus, false claims were made, phony evidence was planted, and interrogations were conducted in hopes of getting one of the suspects to say something--anything--that could be construed as a confession.

(Actually, with some of the suspects, they did get confessions, but they couldn’t attain or forge any convincing evidence against them to match the confessions.)

Anyway, after the suspects were vigorously grilled, they were subjected to lie detector tests that authorities hoped they would fail, because of their high levels of stress.

But none of their efforts panned out, of course, because the whole operation was a fraud.

Notice what Fahner said about this:

“When all this is said and done, the most interesting story to come out of this--outside of the terrible tragedy--will be that we drummed up every bit of scud walking around.  We found the people who said they had done it, who had access to chemicals, who acted weird, who potentially were in the right place at the right time.  And we did some incredibly fine investigative work…and we came up dry.”

And they came up dry, again, because they were the ones who did it!

=====================================

It all points back at J&J

As soon as the story about the Tylenol poisoning went viral, it looked like it was all over for this product.

Overnight, the market share for Tylenol dropped from 37% of the over-the-counter analgesic market to just 7%.

Many public relations experts predicted the end of the Tylenol brand.

For example, Jerry Della Femina, a well-known and outspoken advertising executive at the time, said:

“I don’t think they can ever sell another product under that name.  There may be an advertising person who thinks he can solve this, and if they find him, I want to hire him.”

But soon the tide turned, and J&J, because of an effective propaganda campaign, was able to restore its reputation.

As public relations expert Ten Berge (most likely an Ashkenazi Jew) put it:

“The Tylenol crisis is without a doubt the most exemplary case ever known in the history of crisis communications.  Any business executive who has ever stumbled into a public relations ambush ought to appreciate the way Johnson & Johnson responded to the Tylenol poisonings.  They have effectively demonstrated how [a] major business has to handle a disaster.”

One financial analyst on Wall Street (probably a Jewish supremacist) commented:

“Johnson & Johnson management was quick to cast themselves in the role of the self-sacrificing servants of the people.  They generated enormous public sympathy and managed to convince most Tylenol consumers that they [the people] owed the company cooperation in saving the product.”

Larry Foster, J&J’s vice president of public relations, said:

“Within one year, thanks to the intrinsic fairness of the public, Tylenol was back to its former pre-eminent position in the market.  That seemingly impossible marketing achievement became a reality because the public realized that the company was not to blame for the tragedy, and because the press felt that the crisis had been handled with skill and in the public interest.
    “No disasters of this magnitude are handled flawlessly, but by public and professional acclaim, Tylenol is still viewed as the classic example of how to manage a crisis.  And the abiding interest in these heinous crimes, even today, is nurtured by the fact that they remain unsolved.”

Notice where the focus was--it wasn’t on the victims, or on how J&J was grateful that the tragedy didn’t involve more victims.

Rather, it was on how well J&J was able to emerge victorious through it all.

J&J officials were quick to point out that they supposedly improvised their strategy on how to manage the cyanide crisis.

For example, Foster stated:

“Perhaps because of the magnitude and complexity of the experience, those most closely involved in the Tylenol tragedy do not subscribe to the philosophy that a crisis plan on file assures successful management of a disaster.  There was no such plan on file at J&J capable of guiding us through the months that followed the fateful morning of September 30, 1982, when we first leaned of the Chicago murders.”

J&J President David Clare similarly stated:

“The events surrounding the Tylenol crisis were so atypical that we found ourselves improvising every step of the way.”

Oh really?

It needs to be pointed out that, just days before the murders began, James Burke put his friend David Collins in charge of McNeil.

Also, earlier in September, just prior to the Tylenol murders, J&J began to implement “Project Chatham,” a program that centralized J&J’s distribution and logistics functions, which later helped them in collecting all the Tylenol bottles (to destroy all the evidence).

In fact, it was at the same meeting that implemented Project Chatham that Burke made the strange statement expressing his worry that a problem might emerge regarding the Tylenol business.

Anyway, prior to re-launching Tylenol in temper-resistant packaging, Burke hosted a pep rally for 2,259 sales representatives.

He exhorted them to call on physicians and pharmacists and win back Tylenol’s market share.

By year’s end, J&J sales reps had made more than a million such presentations nation-wide to promote Tylenol’s reintroduction.

J&J gave out coupons for $2.50 off the purchase of any Tylenol product.

And then J&J began a major “trust us” campaign.

Foster stated:

“We ran a series of campaigns that said ‘trust us.’  We don’t know what the answer is to this tragedy, but trust us.  As soon as we find out what it is, we will tell you.”

Thomas Gates, McNeil’s medical director, appeared in commercials telling people:

“We want you to continue to trust Tylenol.”

And trust they did.

This was the equivalent of what happened after 9/11, where the public was propagandized to trust their government to protect them, when it was the government itself (along with Israel) that pulled the attacks off in the first place.

Anyway, within a year, Tylenol sales were back to where they had been before the crisis, Tylenol remained the world’s number one pain killer, and soon sales soared greater than ever.

Foster was audacious enough to boast that J&J was a victim in the Tylenol crisis like everyone else.

He predicted that consumers would realize:

“…we were victimized along with society.”

And then he said that, because of the goodwill of J&J:

“…we may come out of this with a stronger image.”

And that was the whole intent of the Tylenol murders in the first place!

As Time magazine put it in its decade-ending review of American business during the 80s:

“[J&J’s handling of the Tylenol crisis was the] most applauded corporate response to a disaster.  [Its handling of this disaster] won back customer loyalty, and is now a textbook case in public relations.”

Likewise, on May 22, 2007, Fortune magazine stated:

“Johnson &Johnson’s response to the 1982 Tylenol poisonings remains the gold standard in crisis control.”

But all this praise was simply in regards to the propaganda spewed by J&J.

The reality is, once again, that the company waited a full 6 days before implementing a full recall of all Tylenol products, and only because of pressure.

It collected all the evidence and didn’t allow any outside monitoring of its handling of this evidence.

It also never conducted a press conference, and, in addition to other shenanigans, J&J never once publicly expressed any sorrow for the murder victims or their families, and it never uttered any of the names of these victims.

On the other hand, individual employees at McNeil had offered to donate $100 each to the families of victims, and wanted to help them get counseling and other support.

But Foster canned this project, arguing that any expression of compassion or offer of financial help might be construed as an admission of liability.

==============================

Thwarting the class action suit

As the years went by, J&J’s lawyers managed to keep postponing an over $40 million class action suit against the company.

Finally, in 1991, the company tried to get a private hearing, arguing that a public one might encourage the copycat syndrome.

Oh brother!

When that tactic didn’t work, they requested an out of court settlement.

And that’s just what wound up happening.

The judge’s name that was supposed to preside of this case was Warren Wolfson.

Hmmm, a Jewish supremacist.

So obviously it would have been a rigged trial anyway, if it did go through.

Anyway, as part of the out of court settlement, all plaintiffs and their lawyers were required to sign confidentiality agreements to keep the terms of the settlements secret.

This, of course, included the amounts J&J agreed to pay out to each family.

Can you say hush money?

However, based on settlement information provided by some of the Tylenol victim’s relatives, the total paid out by J&J was only $3.5 million.

After the lawyers took their cut, the families were left to split the remaining $2.1 million.

Next, J&J filed a motion for a protective order to seal all the documents it had turned over to the court.

Naturally, Judge Wolfson granted J&J’s request.

But for window dressing purposes, he made this statement:

“The public has a right to know about events that take place in courtrooms.  Courts should not [tolerate] the use of concealment as a bargaining chip.”

Yeah right!

J&J spokesperson Robert Kniffin made this equally disgusting comment after the settlement:

“Though there is no way we could have anticipated a criminal tampering with our product or prevented it, we wanted to do something for the families and finally get this tragic event behind us.”

Oh I bet you did!

As it turns out, J&J, just prior to the Tylenol deaths, had a number of large lawsuits pending, because of Tylenol.

Hundreds of deaths occur each year, till this day, because of accidental or deliberate overdose of acetaminophen, the active ingredient in Tylenol.

But now, with the propaganda victory in the wake of the Tylenol terrors, J&J seemed to emerge as a bastion of trustworthiness.

What a scam!

Over the years since this crime, any time the FBI was pressured to release information about the case through a FOIA request, the phony claim was made that the case was being re-opened, and thus documents couldn’t be released, because the “investigation” was still pending.

What a rotten scam!


