pale un-
Asha\en man
with  blean
eves sits 1n a damp
basement lit by a
single light  bulb
hanging from the
cethng He wears a
long black coat that
almost touches the
- floor and smokes
without his hands
ever touching his
cigarette A half
emptv svringe les
on a small table, also several bottles and
medicinal capsules A black and white
movie from the ‘forties plavs itself out on
the television screen but the glassy eves
do not see it—for thev are the eves of a
killer
The next dav the newspapers report
that several people have died from cvanide
poisoning after taking adulterated capsules—
decongestant or analgesic as the case may
be—for the man in the basement 15 merely
genernc, the imagined composite figure of the
several crazed killers who dunng the past

decade have repeatedls struck out at their
innocentvicums [he most notorious episode
occurred 1n 1982 in Chicago, when seven
people died after taking paracetamol or
acetoaminophen ‘Tilenol” capsules laced
with cyanide (see BVY 1983,286 211)
Although the culpnt was never definitel
identified, a pnme suspect remains 1n federal
prison consicted on an extortion charge
for sending a letter to the drug company
demanding §1 mullion to stop the killings It
was the intense publicity surrounding this
incitdent that led to the promulgation of strict
federal regulations mandaung seals and
membranes to make drug containers tamper-
proof

Yet another ncident occurred more re-
cently, 1in 1991, when a 29 vear old salesman
bought a pound of cvanide under an alas
and laced w th 1t hus wife s Sudafed (pseudo-
¢phedrine) decongestant capsules in order to
collect 8700000 n msurance monev His
wife sunned, but not so two other people
whose capsules he also poisoned to divert
suspicton from himself It took the police
some ! 8 months of intense detective work to
track down the killer

Commenting on this latest episode, the

Killers in the basement

Wall Streer Jowurnal noted that “product
tampering has become a crime more common
than manv realize As a rule authontics
are not too eager to talk about 1t, for fear
of inspinng copvcat cnmes  Yet in the
past decade there have been some 650 cases
of tampering not onlv with capsules but
also with milk, soft drinks, and peanut
butter Such cnmes are difficult to track
down and often remain unsolved They
are also difficult to prevent, 1t being almost
impossible to manufacture a completely
tamperproof contamner Despite all pre-
cautions, ‘“anv diabolical cnminal who
wants to make such poisoning possible stll
can

Clearly the nsk of cvanide poisoning is uns
compared with that of being killed 1n a car
accident or bv a strav bullet Would the
monev spent on ever more elaborate pre-
caunons not be better used on promoting seat
belts or stopping gang wars’ Yet many
people, 1o be on the safe side, would rather be
taking tablets than capsules For somewhere
1n a basement a pale man 1n a black coat mas
be gewing ready to stnke again —yowrcy
DUNEY attendmng phyvsician Cook Counn Hospual
Chicago LS4
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