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PERSONALLY

Those who live by the sword •

c
1960s.

ning for Australia at Lords (United Kingdom) in the

When I was a boy in the 1950s and 60s, I lived
in a country town 120 miles west of Sydney, on
the plains across the mountains on the east
coast of Australia. During the hot summers our
house hummed with the sound of radio broad-
casts of test cricket matches between our glori-
ous Australian teams and those visiting from
England, the West Indies, South Africa, and
the Indian subcontinent- Then, as now, every
schoolboy (and many girls) could instantly
name the Australian team they would pick. My
first selection in those days was an aggressive,
lantern-jawed batsmen called Norm O'Neill. I
carried my team list in my school bag and
wrote it out on the back of my school ruler.

Norm O'Neill retired from test cricket in
1967. The next time I encountered his name
was in asides in press reports about the
Rothmans tobacco company. After cricket, he
had done some radio commentary and gone to
work for Rothmans' sporting sponsorships
division. For O'Neill;, this would have kept him
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close to the game he loved, working in a Job
that combined paid work with the sort of spon-
sorship largesse and hospitality lifestyle that
would have been hard, to pass up. For
Rothmans, O'Neill would have been a good
catch. Here was one of Australia's sporting
icons who could continue off-field the on-field
associations of tobacco and sport-—a pathway
followed by many retired Australian sportsmen
in the past few decades.

Recently Sydney's leading Sunday newspa-
per showed a photograph of O'Neill with his
wife Gwen under the headline "O'Neill's
biggest test". The story reported his recent
throat cancer diagnosis, commenting: "Men-
tion of the Rothmans job and his own history
as a heavy smoker is [another] thing that upsets
O'Neiit It causes a minor flare-up of the tem-
per tantrums he occasionally prodxiced in his
playing days. 'I do not want to discuss smoking
or any possible connection it might or might
not have with my present situation.""'1 O'Neill,
now 59, was made redundant 12 months ago
when, responding to the Australian govern-
ment's ban on tobacco sponsorship in sport,
Rothmans wound down its sponsorship
division.

When I read the news story, I had very
mixed feelings that stayed with me for days. A
big part of me felt regret and sorrow for what
he must be going through. It all seemed so
ignominious and full of pathos. Such an ugly
postscript to the life of a man who had thrilled
hundreds of thousands of children and adults
in the innocence of the 1960s. Such an awful
juxtaposition with his dash and verve with the
bat, with the purity of the white cricketing uni-
form, and its aura of health and open air.

But as I read of his and his wife's anxiety and
fears about the chemotherapy that lay ahead
and reflected on what I knew about the cruelty
of oesophageal cancer, I was constantly aware
of another emotion. O'Neill, as a conscious
free agent, had chosen to work for a tobacco
company, assisting its efforts to forge
associations between healthy sport and
smoking which contrasted so starkly with the
situation in which he now found himself.
Rothmans' commitment to sponsoring sport
was obvious to anyone with their feet on the
terra firma of commercial reality; they were not
in the sporting business, they were in the ciga-
rette selling business. Sponsorship was all
about selling more cigarettes. As a Rothmans5

management memo dated November 1970,
which was retrieved from a Rothmans garbage
bin, had explained just three years after
O'Neill's retirement: "Discussing smoking and
health, Mr Watson [general manager] advised
that we can expect more severe attacks on the
industry in the near future. In Canada and the
USA, advertising restrictions are pending5 and
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Speaking personalty

in the UK, there is no cigarette advertising
other than press. We can expect similar restric-
tions here within the next few years. This is the
reason for the existence of the Rothmans National
Sport Foundation and our sponsorships which are
being developed in anticipation of restrictive adver-
tising action in Australia." [my emphasis]2

O'Neill had played his part in this plan and
with cruel irony, he now had fallen victim to
one of the diseases his long-time employers
would have told him during training courses
was "only a statistical association." There have
been others who worked for Rothmans in
recent years—like a former general manager—
who quietly slipped from the scene against
reports of serious illnesses. Like O'Neill, they
made no comment against their employees.
Tobacco companies have their employees sign
loyalty agreements with clauses that keep them
from ratting on the company after they leave.
What might they do when high-profile employ-
ees get tobacco-caused diseases?

Several years ago, a woman approached
Sydney tobacco control groups angry that her
husband—a tobacco company employee who
had felt obliged to smoke—was now dying of
emphysema. She joined in demonstrations car-
rying a placard which read5 "I will soon be a
Rothmans widow". Then very suddenly, she
told us meaningfully that she no longer could
join us.

Working in tobacco control brings most of us
face to face with the confusion of what we feel
when we feel compassion for someone whose
tobacco addiction has brought them diseases
like cancer, while simultaneously feeling anger
at the same individuals who, often for obscene
levels of money, have played significant roles in
the tobacco industry's propaganda war: people
with talents in sport, business, marketing;,

science, epidemiology, and public relations
who could have chosen to work elsewhere but
didn't. Over the years we have all heard their
denials and weasel words about smoking and
disease. We have witnessed their unruffled per-
formances on television as they calmly stroke
away awkward questions with their rehearsed
responses. We have heard them counsel that we
are "too emotional" about cancer striking peo-
ple in their 40s and 50s.

So when one of them develops lung cancer
or has an early stroke, what do we do? Do we
risk seeming callous and milk the irony for ail
its newsworthy poignancy in the hope that
thousands might reflect on its message? Do we
rationalise that if they are being paid even on
their sick beds to keep things quiet to protect
the industry's interests, we are being paid to
expose the process in its full duplicity? Do we
leak the story to journalists and thereby get
another to make the same point, insulating us
from any public criticism that we see the
suffering of others as a means to our preventive
ends? Or perhaps we need do nothing, knowing
that eastern philosophical notions of karma
will take care of it all whatever we do.

All I'm certain about is that Norm O'Neill
was a boyhood hero of mine; that I'm sure he
wishes he could re-run at least one aspect of bis
life; and that the mind games tobacco
companies must seduce many good people into
playing are faustian tragedies of the highest
order.

SIMON CHAPMAN
Deputy Editor

1 Warneminde M. O'Neill's biggest test. Sun Herald (Sydney)
1996 Nov 3:3.

2 Rothmans of Pall Mall Australia Pty Ltd. Minutes of man-
agement meeting held November 1970, No 54.

Tobacco in history
"Most boys are told to refrain from many things.
Seldom are they given a reason. Boys must be edu-
cated so they will know why cigarettes are bad for
them. . . . The cigarette drags them down, Hence if
we can educate them to the dangers of smoking we
will perform a service. . . .

"The world of today needs men, not those whose
minds and will power have been weakened or
destroyed by the desire and craving for alcohol
and tobacco but instead men with initiative and vigor,

whose mentality is untainted by ruinous habits.
"Every young man should aspire to take advantage

of the opportunity which at some time during his «f*
beckons him and he should be ready with *e
freshness of youth and not enveloped in the rumes o
an offensive and injurious cigarette."

Henry Ford, 1916. In: The Case Agaimi ihe W*
White Slaver (reprinted by the Historical Society «
Michigan in 1992).
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