A Cigarette

In 1492, Christopher Columbus’ interpreter ventured into the interior of Cuba and saw with amazement that the natives smoked rolled-up leaves they called tabacs. These were the first cigars. Smoking, unknown in Europe, had been important in pre-Columbian culture for thousands of years. A clay pipe found in California has bee dated to 7000 B.C. The Aztecs and the Maya ritually blew tobacco smoke at the sun through reeds, and tobacco was necessary for the North American calumet, the peace pipe that sanctified treaties. Archaeologists have suggested that some Native American tribes settled down from a nomadic life to agriculture so they could have a regular tobacco crop. Tobacco was such an important part of some cultures that in at least one Indian language the word “poor” is synonymous with “no tobacco.”
Sailors from Spain and Portugal took tobacco from the West Indies back to Europe, and its use spread rapidly. By the end of the seventeenth century, smoking was a worldwide habit. British colonists transplanted West Indian tobacco to Virginia and the Carolinas, and grew rich on the trade with England. 

The English government, deciding that tobacco was harmful, forbade tobacco growing in England in 1620, charged a high duty on American tobacco, and severely limited the importation of tobacco from Spain’s colonies in the West Indies. King James I of England hated the smoking habit and declared it “hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, daungerous to the Lungs,” sentiments echoed by the Ottoman emperor Murad IV, who ordered the death penalty for smoking. But early defenders of tobacco countered those opinions, claiming that tobacco smoke cured asthma and soothed the throat. During a plague epidemic in 1603, schoolboys at Eton were ordered to smoke daily to ward off disease. In France, powdered tobacco was used as a cure for migraine headaches. As late as the 1940s, one cigarette manufacturer advertised that cigarette smoke soothed the “T-zone” of a smoker’s mouth and throat.

The Endless Tube

Although tobacco had become popular by the eighteenth century, most people smoked it in pipes, chewed it, or sniffed it as snuff. The origin of the modern cigarette is uncertain. Apparently Brazilians were wrapping tobacco in thin paper by the late 1700s, and by the early 1800s cigarettes had come to the Mediterranean area. During the Crimean War, British soldiers took up cigarettes and brought them to northern Europe. (Americans of the nineteenth century preferred chewing tobacco and were notorious for this habit around the world. Every public building in the United States was required to have spittoons.)
By the end of the century, cigarettes were familiar everywhere, and by the middle of the twentieth century more than half the men in several countries were regular cigarette smokers. Social pressures on women not to smoke were strong. An 1897 advertisement showing a woman smoker was a radical departure from the norm, and not another such social gaffe was printed in the United States for more than twenty years. And yet most of the workers who hand-rolled cigarettes in factories were women.

The first commercially produced cigarettes came from a French factory in 1843.The cigarettes had to be hand-rolled, at the rate of twenty every five minutes, and practiced young females were considered more deft than males. In 1884 James Bonsick invented a machine that could roll 120,000 cigarettes a day, and this machine was improved over the years; by World War I, cigarette-making machines could produce 600 cigarettes a minute.

Cigarette factories now are even more automated, at every step of the process. The tobacco that arrives from the farms is processed, blended, and flavored by machine (such flavors as chocolate, licorice, and sugar are regularly added.) Then the tobacco goes on a conveyor belt to meet a continuous strip of paper, exactly as wide as the diameter of a cigarette, that endlessly unreels. After an electronic inspector makes sure that enough tobacco is deposited, the continuous rod of paper is sealed and cut into cigarette lengths by self-sharpening knives. Next, the new cigarettes move to another machine that puts filters on them at a rate of 6,000 a minute. Another electronic eye monitors this part of the process.

Finally, the cigarettes are put into packs of twenty, the packs into cartons, and the cartons into cases, all by machine.  Electronic inspectors remove imperfect cigarette packs and send them back for reprocessing. The new cigarettes are ready for their trip to the smoker—in some cases, halfway around the world.

The Smoke Giant

The giant American Tobacco Company was broken up in 1911 by the United States Supreme Court for violating the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. Shortly afterward, in 1913, the Reynolds Tobacco Company introduced Camels, the first nationally promoted and distributed cigarette. The extremely successful advertising campaign stimulated sales, and over the next fifty years all cigarette smoking grew at a phenomenal rate. Americans, who had formerly lagged behind the British, the Greeks, and the Finns in per capita cigarette consumption, became the most cigarette-loving people in the world. In 1911, per capita consumption in the United States was 108 cigarettes per year; in 1972, it was 4,040. Although cigarette smoking has declined since then (to 3,900 per capita in 1979), Americans still smoke far more cigarettes than the nearest runners-up, the Japanese (75 percent of Japanese men smoke, but fewer than one in five Japanese women do).
Smoking Can Be Dangerous to Your Wealth

The increase in cigarette consumption in the United States and Europe was accompanied by a rapid increase in the incidence of lung cancer, which had previously been quite rare. Doctors began to suspect that cigarettes were to blame for their patients’ respiratory problems, and athletes were advised not to smoke. In 1962 the Royal College of Physicians in London published a detailed report setting forth the accumulated medical evidence against cigarettes, and in 1964 the Surgeon General of the United States published findings that linked cigarette smoking definitively to cancer of the lung. These two reports, along with many that corroborated them, convinced millions of people that they should not smoke. In the next fifteen years more than 30 million people in the United States alone quite smoking; surveys show that half the college graduates who ever smoked have stopped. Italy, Iceland, Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Singapore banned all cigarette advertisements, and the United States, Soviet Union, Britain, Sweden, and France have launched antismoking campaigns. In most of Europe and North America, cigarette smoking is not allowed—except in special areas—in subways, buses, theaters, and hospitals. Per capita use of tobacco is declining in most developed countries as more people become aware of the danger.
Tobacco companies, jittery at the possible loss of revenue, have been following two strategies: diversifying, by buying into other kinds of business, and expanding, by selling to developing world markets. Their fright is understandable—the chairman of the board of Reynolds Tobacco said in 1978 that if every smoker smoked one less cigarette a day, the industry would lose $450 million a year.
Anticipating a further decline in U.S. cigarette smoking, in spite of the $500 million they spend annually on advertising, U.S. companies are exporting the habit. Philip Morris has increased its overseas cigarette sales at 18 percent a year for each of the last ten years; in contrast, tobacco companies’ domestic growth has averaged about 1 percent annually.

The governments of poorer countries often welcome the tax revenues cigarettes generate, and they normally have more pressing concerns than an increase in cancer twenty years in the future. Street urchins from Bogotá to Cairo smoke regularly at the age of eight. In many countries smoking still connotes glamour, sophistication, and flair; many poor people would rather cut down on eating than abandon their cigarettes. Every year the developing world consumes 5 percent more cigarettes than the year before, in spite of such poverty that in many places cigarettes must be sold singly because people cannot afford a whole pack.

Many studies have shown that cigarettes are the first luxury poor people buy. In the prison camps of World War II, the cigarette became a substitute for currency, and after the war a British Member of Parliament complained publicly that there was a “cigarette economy” from Paris to Peking. Some American GIs made handsome profits selling one-dollar cartons of cigarettes to Germans in 1947 for ten times that price. Most of the Chinese Communist leaders acquired the cigarette habit during their years of rebellion and deprivation, and Chairman Mao was said to smoke the most expensive blends while leading an otherwise Spartan life.

The Black Leaf

What is it about cigarettes that is so appealing? For one thing, the nicotine in tobacco is addictive, and cigarette smokers, by inhaling, ingest more of it than pipe or cigar smokers. The twenty or thirty minutes between cigarettes for a heavy smoker equals the time it takes for the effect of nicotine on the brain to wear off. The smoker then feels the need for another cigarette to get more nicotine to the brain. Nicotine is not only addictive but also extremely poisonous—it is marketed as an insecticide, for example, under the name Blackleaf 40.
Cigarette smoke is dangerous not only to the smoker but to those around him or her. One survey of eight thousand wives indicated that those married to smokers died, on the average, four years earlier than the wives of nonsmokers. In Cleveland, a study of smoke-filled bars demonstrated that a nonsmoking bartender inhaled the equivalent of thirty-six cigarettes during each eight-hour shift.

The children of smokers also suffer. Babies of mothers who smoke weigh less at birth, a factor that affects their survival rates; they also tend to get pneumonia, chest infections, and bronchitis more than other babies, and this in turn may expose them to further danger later on. A controversial German study by Doctors G. Mau and Petra Netter, of the universities of Kiel and Mainz respectively, may demonstrate that men who smoke heavily may risk harming their children.

The chief burden of smoking, of course, falls on the smoker. In any given year, a smoker is much more likely to die than a nonsmoker of the same age, and this fact is so obvious that it was brought up in the 1930s, long before the connection between smoking and lung cancer was proven. Smoking damages many different parts of the body, especially the respiratory system, the heart, and blood vessels.

The disease most commonly associated with cigarettes is lung cancer. As many as 80 to 90 percent of lung cancers are caused by cigarette smoke, and lung cancer is one of the more deadly cancers: only about 10 percent of lung cancer patients survive. Each day, more than 220 people in the United States alone die of lung cancer that was caused by their cigarette smoking. Cigarette smoke has also been implicated in cancer of the mouth, the lip, the larynx, and the bladder.

Smoking is also associated with chronic bronchitis and emphysema. Heart diseases like coronary thrombosis and myocardial infarction are much more common among smokers. So are hardening and obstruction of the arteries of the limbs and head; the heart needs more oxygen just when carbon monoxide from the smoke decreases the amount of oxygen the bloodstream can supply. Smoking also increases blood pressure and heart rate.

A woman who smokes cigarettes and takes birth control pills runs an increased risk of heart attack. Smoking also impairs eyesight, and contributes to the development of high blood pressure and of the complications of diabetes and alcoholism. Every cigarette smoked shortens the smoker’s life by an average of six minutes. 
The cost of hospital bills, disability payments, and lost work time because of cigarette-caused disease was estimated at $18 billion in 1979 for the United States alone. About 360,000 people die annually in the United States because of tobacco use.

The Smoke Screen
Although tobacco is far more harmful than substances that are banned as carcinogenic, the world tobacco industry continues to flourish on the strength of nicotine addiction and the vast sums of money the industry contributes to government. The Chinese, Soviet, and Japanese governments run, as their respective monopolies, three of the world’s top five cigarette companies (the other two are British-American Tobacco and Philip Morris). The Indian government depends on tobacco taxes for a substantial share of its revenues.

Tobacco in the United States and Europe is a heavily subsidized crop. In 1977, for example, the United States paid $35 million in direct subsidies to the tobacco industry, and underwrote $123 million in loans to foreign countries so they could buy U.S. tobacco. The taxpayers of the European Economic Community (EEC) pay large subsidies—an average of $2,500 per hectare—to the tobacco farmers of Italy and France. In fact, the EEC supplies more than half the farmers’ income from tobacco.

Although the United Nations World Health Organization is working to prevent cigarette smoking, other major international forces continue to treat tobacco as just another cash crop, like rubber or bananas. The World Bank, United Nations Development Program, and the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization, all officially dedicated to alleviating global problems, have helped develop the tobacco industry in Jordan, Yemen, Ethiopia, Uganda, Tanzania, and Zambia. Western cigarette companies have encouraged tobacco growing where it is clearly not suited to the land, in arid northwest Pakistan, for example, where the huge amounts of firewood required to cure tobacco are not readily available and are desperately needed for other, more vital purposes.

The United States government regularly exports tobacco under the aegis of Food for Peace, a program devised to transfer American crop surpluses without lowering domestic prices. This program has the twin effect of supporting tobacco prices at home and encouraging the cigarette habit abroad.

Tobacco companies pour immense sums of money into advertising in the developing world. The Marlboro cowboy rides high in Kuwait, and Gauloises and Gitanes are glamorous in Niger. In South American cities, a higher percentage of the men smoke than in the United States, and the difference is increasing.
In spite of all the evidence against smoking, tobacco companies continue to insist that cigarettes are not dangerous to health. In January 1979 the U.S. Surgeon General issued a new report citing 30,000 scientific papers that added up to “overwhelming proof” that smoking is linked to many diseases, from lung cancer and heart disease to birth defects in children of smokers. The Tobacco Institute, a wealthy lobby for the industry, immediately labeled the report a “publicity stunt.” The institute, the New York Times reported, “countered that the research results were circumstantial at best.”

Smoking Lore

· Some research findings: nine out of ten smokers want to stop; six out of ten have tried and failed; quit-smoking techniques have a 75-percent failure rate; only 2 percent of smokers do not smoke regularly; most teenagers who smoke more than two cigarettes per day become regular cigarette smokers; former drug addicts and alcoholics say that it is easier to give up drugs and liquor than smoking.
· Fifty million Americans smoke. One out of six Americans will die prematurely because of cigarettes.

· The U.S. National Fire Prevention and Control Administration says that 13 percent of residential fires and almost a third of all deaths from fire are caused by cigarettes.

· Worldwide, 69 percent of tobacco-growing land is in developing countries. Eleven million acres (4.5 million hectares) of land in the world grow tobacco instead of food.

· More Americans are killed by cigarettes each year than were killed by combat in all of World War II.

· More than 75 percent of Americans who smoke acquired the habit before they were twenty.

· A Harvard study indicates that people who smoke low-tar, low-nicotine cigarettes tend to smoke more cigarettes, inhale deeper, and hold the smoke in their lungs longer.

· Several U.S. and British economic and statistical studies have shown that cigarette advertisement levels influence smoking rates. American tobacco and cigarette companies spend $500 million a year on cigarette advertisements.

· Global consumer expenditure for cigarettes is about $100 billion a year.

· More than one in four U.S. teenage girls smokes, and the proportion is climbing.

· Smokers have 50 percent more abnormal electrocardiograms than nonsmokers.

--Julie Sullivan

--From The Cousteau Almanac: An Inventory of Life on Our Water Planet
(published 1981 by Doubleday), by Jacques Cousteau and the staff of the Cousteau Society
