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Tough tobacco talk 

Victor DeNoble, a former researcher for Big 
Tobacco, shows how a lab monkey smoked 
as he talks about the biology of addiction and 
what tobacco companies don't want you to 
know. 

Former Phillip Morris employee tells all 

By Julianna Parker Jones 

While Victor DeNoble was employed as a scientist in a top-secret tobacco company lab in the early 1980s, he discovered 
that nicotine was an addictive drug that killed people -- and the tobacco companies weren't going to do anything about it. 

Fired from his job and bound by a signed secrecy document, he didn't know how he could do anything about it. But about a 
decade later, he found his opportunity and became the first whistle blower against the tobacco companies by testifying be-
fore Congress in 1994, refuting the lies tobacco executives had stated for decades. 

Now, in addition to conducting further scientific research, DeNoble shares his story with young people around the country 
in an ongoing effort to expose tobacco's lies. 

Monday evening, DeNoble addressed students at the University of Oklahoma's Oklahoma Memorial Union. 

"I am not here to tell people what to do," he said. "I'm a scientist, I'm just here to give you the facts." Those facts included 
some sobering statistics. 

"(About) 450,000 people will die this year because they smoke tobacco products," he said. 

Although DeNoble is an expert in tobacco now, he hadn't done much research in nicotine when he was recruited by Phillip 
Morris in 1981. He said was told the company knew, contrary to what they told the government, that nicotine was an ad-
dictive drug that caused heart attacks. DeNoble said he was asked to create a drug that could be used instead of nicotine 
that was still addicting -- so people would buy more cigarettes -- but didn't cause heart attacks. 

"My job was to create a cigarette that didn't kill people," DeNoble said. 

He got to work, but on the way to inventing a safer cigarette he conducted experiments on rats and their ability to become 
addictive. He found that rats became addicted to nicotine and their brains were actually changed by nicotine and remained 
changed even after they stopped using nicotine. He said he discovered the same was true in monkeys and humans as well. 

"The reason people continue to smoke?" DeNoble said. "Nicotine is a drug. It changes the way your brain works." 

Phillip Morris executives weren't thrilled about the research DeNoble was doing, he said, but they were pleased when they 
found out in 1982 he invented a cigarette with a different drug than nicotine. This cigarette filtered out cancerous toxins 
and did not cause heart attacks. 

DeNoble said the tobacco company was initially happy with the results, until their lawyers informed them in 1984 they 
couldn't produce the safer cigarette. The lawyers said they couldn't produce it because it would prove to the government 
that they knew their other cigarettes were unsafe. Also, if this safe cigarette became popular, they wouldn't be able to sell 
the company's other 160 kinds of cigarettes, DeNoble said. 



So DeNoble said his lab was shut down and he was fired. He said he was told that he could not talk to anyone of his own 
volition because he had signed a secrecy agreement. 

It wasn't until a decade later that he realized he could testify if he was forced to by a judge. He arranged his arrest that week 
and testified under oath about what he had done for the tobacco company. 

In 1994, he was placed under protection by the Secret Service and Federal Bureau of Investigation and kept secret from the 
tobacco companies. While the top tobacco executives testified that tobacco was not harmful and they had no reason to be-
lieve it was, DeNoble said he was hidden away. Two weeks later, he said he testified before Congress about his time with 
Phillip Morris. 

His testimony helped build the case against Big Tobacco in the U.S. Since that time, DeNoble said the tobacco companies 
have been fined more than $400 billion. They can't use cartoon characters in advertisements and they can't advertise at sports 
venues. Thirty states have banned indoor smoking. 

DeNoble's story has been widely publicized. It was the subject of a 1999 Oscar-nominated movie "The Insider," which De-
Noble said Monday was "totally bogus." DeNoble said his story will be more accurately portrayed in an upcoming documen-
tary, "Addiction Incorporated; The Victor DeNoble Story." 

Interestingly, in response to questions from students at the end of his talk, DeNoble said he himself has never tried a ciga-
rette. 

"I just never could get my mind around putting a burning cigarette in my mouth and sucking," he said. 

DeNoble will also speak at other locations in the area this week. Thursday, he will speak at a Cleveland County Turning 
Point -- Tobacco Free Cleveland County Coalition dinner. He is the keynote speaker of the event that celebrates five years of 
Cleveland County tobacco control program accomplishments. 

Julianna Jones 366-3541 jparker@normantranscript.com 
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