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A Doomsday
Scenario

THE DAY THE “IMPOSSIBLE”” HAPPENED
Enough nerve gas to kill a million people is being
stored in a Cambridge laboratory. Experts say it
can’t leak out. Here's what could happen this
month—an less than four hours—if it did.

BY DAvID GOODMAN

N THE FOLLOWING ARTICLE, THE FULL-

width sections are factual, based on testimony given before the Cambridge City Council
and on interviews and documents. The indented sections are fictional: they trace, using
fictitiocus names, a scenario based on what is known about nerve gas and about the conse-
quences of an accident, which, some experts insist, is a remote possibility.

RUSSELL HIGLEY WALKED OUT OF THE
Middlesex Superior Courthouse looking
tired. The lawyer for the city of Cambridge
had just lost the latest round in the city’s
long battle against Arthur D. Little (ADL),
The Cambridge-based multinational re-
search and consulting firm, which last year
grossed $190 million, had begun work in
the fall of 1983 on & Department of De-
fense (DOD} contract to test nerve gas.
Since March 1984, when it ordered a halt to
the research, the Cambridge City Council
has lost every legal round against the corpe-
rate giant. Higlev is anticipating & long, hot
summer of continued litigation to halt the
testing. The next round is scheduled for this
month.

Just a few miles from the courthouse is
the new Philip L. Levins Chemical Surety
Laboratory, part of the extensive ADL com-
plex in Acorn Park, Cambridge. The Levins
lab is working on DOD contracts 1o devel-
op new prolective clothing for chemical
warfare, 10 design low-level detection
equipment for nerve gas, and 10 find new
ways to detoxify chemical-warfare agents.
In its third-floor premises in ADL's Build-
ing 15W, the lab is storing up to half a liter
of various “supertoxic” war-gas agents for
use in those experiments—enough 1o kill as
many as 1 million people.

There is one question that ADL officials
have consistently downplaved during the
public debate over the nerve-gas research:
what would happen if an accident accurred
at the Levins laboratory? Local residents
and city officials have suggested numerous
scenarios. A major fire at the Levins lab
could reach the chemical storage room, ig-
nite the up-to-10 gallons of highly flamma-
ble tiquids kept there, and cause the nerve-
gas containment vessels also stored there to
rupture and release their toxic contents; an
explosion, in the boiler room or of the natu-
ral gas that is kept in Building 15W, could
obliterate the facility’s multiple safety sys-
tems; a fire in the lab could shatter the
room's only window, allowing poisonous
gas to escape; there could be a plane crash,
an earthquake, terrorist sabotage, . . .

“It is really gquite impossible for [the
nerve gas] to get out of the lab,” says ADL
vice president for public relations Alma
Triner. Harvard professor Matthew Mesel-
son, a world-renowned authority on the
uses and effects of nerve gas, is not quize so
confident. “Yes,” he says, regarding nerve-
gas research in the United States, “‘there
have been accidents.”

v
b July 25, 2:12 p.m.
: Deputy Fire Chief Tom Fisher of the
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Cambridge Fire Depariment was sifting
through a pile of paperwork he had Jet
accumulate on his desk when the alarm
sounded. The red light on the conscle at
the fire department’s headquarters in In-
man Square lit up. “Shit, it's ADL," he
muttered as he reached for his coatl.

His men were already mounting their
trucks as Fisher rifled through his files,
locking for the instructions regarding
fires at the Arthur D. Little complex, in
North Cambridge. He knew there'd been
some controversy about the work they
were doing out at the ADL labs, but on
this balmy July afternoon he couldn’t
quite recall what all the fuss had been
about. He found the file; it was thinner
than he'd expected. Fisher joined Fire
Chief Bill Fox as the chief jumped behind
the wheel of the department’s red station
wagon, set the siren screaming. and
raced for the Cambridge—Arlingion line.

Fisher flipped open the ADL file as
they headed out to0 Route 2. He felt his
heart start 10 beat faster as he read. “*This
says they're working with ‘nerve agents’
out there,” he said to Fox. “What the hell

are 'nerve agents’?”

At the city council hearing in October
1983, ADL’s representatives refused to
confirm ot deny that the company would be
experimenting with nerve gascs, preferring
to call the materials “chemical surety
agents,” In fact. a great deal of confusion
surrounded the identity of the materials
kept at ADL uniil the Massachuserts De-
partment of Public Health (DPH} released
an internal report to the Cambridge City
Council in late December. The report re-
vealed that the nerve agents Soman (known
by the industry code GD}, Sarin (GB}, and
VX would be used in the lab. They are
among the deadliest chemical-warfarc
agents in the U.S. arsenal.

In early November ADL senior vice
president D. Reid Weedon, Jr.. had told
residents who lived near the lab that it
would not keep more than ane liter of the
nerve agents on its premises at any one
time. In their statements to the DPH, in-
cluded in the December report, ADL's rep-
resentatives were more conservative, volun-
tarily stating that the Jab would not store
more than half a liter of nerve agents at any
one time.

More recently, Weedon has commented

that although the federal government
would approve of ADL's holding up w0 one
liter of nerve agents, "“we have no plans o
change” the current in-house guidelines,
which state that the lab will not store more
than one-half liter at a time.

ADL'’s chief executive officer. John Ma-
gee, in his testimony before the Cambridge
City Council, emphasized that half a liter of
nerve gas was no cause for alarm. “Were
talking about quantities that arc very
small,” he testified. **You can’t kill people
with very, very small quantities of this ma-
tertal "

A United Nations report on chemical
warfare notes that a dose of five milligrams
of the nerve agent Sarin is lethal to humans.
The same report notes that as littc as hal{ a
milligram of agent VX would have the same
consequences. With half a liter of such sub-
stances on hand, ADL would have in its
possession a lethal dose for anywhere from
100,000 to 1 million people. It should also
be noted that in an actual accident, disper-
sal of the gas would be random, and fatali-
ties would likely be much lower. But Frank
Westheimer, a Harvard professor emeritus
of chemistry and a former consultant to the

lhlllp L. Levins Chemical Surety Labora-
Btory poses no threat to the general public,

Ethere is no question about the toxicity of
the substances we will "be -analyzing; - if

would not have constructed the secure fa-

Bless risk s posed to the community from

feals used by skilled scientists working un-

experienced during our daily exposure to

Rconcrete room equipped with autornatic
fexplosion or fire within this room is ni
f-fume hood [in the Levins lab] connected

E1o the exhaust air filtration system. Al-
Ethough . . . one of the working laboratory

confident that ‘the - nerve—ga testing
the company is ‘conducting at - its.

EADL's director of health snd safety, Scott {5
= tpckoﬂ' admitted in anxﬂ_idam ﬁ!edm -

ithey were not potentially. hazardous we
Erility.” But he went on to say, “We believe

Etiny quantities-—that is, a few milliliters—=
of highly concentrated hazardous chemi-

Eder carefully controlled conditions than is'
. . . toxic materials used in households.” 4
Strickoff explained that the nerve .

Bngents will be stored in quarter-inch-thick -
swelded-steel drums inside a windowless

33 prmklers *The likelihood of an mtemal :

Ehe stated. “All manipulations with the |
ymaterial are performed within a chemical -

Espaces has a sealed double-glazed exterior

“I have no interest
in either bankruptmg
Arthur D Littie or
leaving ;y wife a
widow,"gays John
‘Magee, A%L’s CEO.

-_Mndow xheprobablh;’yfgfchenuca] sure-
’-tymaterxil {nerve gas] rélease ihmugh the 1+
window, in the event of breakage, is very

small since the material normally swxl! be
vonfined within:the hood. 5.0

“in the event of a major stmctura} '

building fire, the material in the chemical
storage room could be released, although
such a fire is unlikely since the building in
-which the laboratory is located is protect-
ed by automatic sprinkders. . , . [ADL has]
concluded that even under the worst

'“mdmduai storage vials were ruptured in 2
the amarnt of aaterial in storage was at

4{+4ethal congentration would not impact
1 S4pon any structures or public roadways or

{ -commanities.””, - -

| - she'mspectivn by the U.S. Depdrtment of
" Delense

3 @mﬂﬁf&?ﬁzx}peraung procedures.

weather fonditions, and even if all of the
amajor bullding fire on an occasion when

““the maximuim ‘which we would accept, a

’bitcpmperty in any of the surrounding

Strickoff Furthér asserted that the lab
agility, -equipment and procedures
“Jwert] reviewed by two independent out-
side consultants. This was i addition to

“oawhich, he said, has also ap-

I his ‘testimony before the Cambridge
ity Council, in March 1984, ADL chief
~iexecittive officer John Magee made per-
“haps the most convincing defense of his
~Lpmpany's safety precautions. "“The labo-
< ratory is not far from my own office,” he
mioted: “4f there were an accident, my fel-
“low employees and 1 would be the first o
‘suffer; and the consequences would prob-
ably ruin my company. As a practical mat-

ter | have no interest in either bankrupting

Arthur D, Little or leaving my wife a wid- |
“When |

ow.” He advised the city council:
you hear the fright talk about nerve gas,
please keep these practical considerations
in mind.” —D. G.
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Pentagon on chemical-warfare agents. em-
phasizes, *This stuff {VX] is 1,000 times as
toxic as cyanide—1 think that’s something
to be uncomfortable about.”

ADL has tried to allay concerns about its
work. “Certain things are trigger words for
all of us,” ADL vice president Triner ac-
knowledges sympathetically, “especially
when people say ‘nerve gas’.” Company lit-
erature touts the Levins lab as an “ahead-
of-the-state-of-the-art foxic chemicals han-
dling facility.” “It's a totally safe, secure
facility, safer than the average kitchen or
laundry room,” exclaims Triner enthusiasti-
cally.

v

2:17 p.m.

“They've got some military contract {0
work on nerve gas,” said Chief Fox to his
deputy, staring straight ahead as he ma-
neuvered the speeding car through traf-
fic. Fisher continued reading. "It says
here we gotta have a chemist on hand be-
fore we can do anything at the site.”

“Look,” snapped Fox, “they said it
was practically impossible that that lab
would blow. Now let’s just hope somc-
body overcocked a hamburger and wait
till we get there before we start jumping
to conclusions.”

They sped past the giant MBTA
Alewife parking garage, and approached
ADL’s Acorn Park complex. Near the
muted brown brick fagade of the lab,
traffic had slowed to a crawl, and Fox

* cursed as he saw a hook-and-ladder driv-
er blasting his horn futilely. A steady
stream of cars leaving ADL was blocking
traffic in both directions, and one driver

had sideswiped a car as he'd strained (o

see what the commotion was about,

Fox pumped out of ihe station wagon.
“I'm going in,” he said to Fisher as he
reached for the oxygen tank in the back-
seatl.

Fox warked his way across Route 2.
where he was spotied by an old friend,
Cambridge police officer im Owens,
who had just arrived on the scene. ““They
say there was an explosion at that nerve-
gas lab,"” said Owens. “What are we sup-
posed to do, Bill?”

“Nothing,” shouted Fox, as he donned
his artificial breathing apparatus. “Not
a damm thing,"” he repeated, trotting ¢
the entrance marked All Visitors.

v

No iocal emergency plan exists {0 deal
with anything other than routine mishaps at
the Levins lab. Public officials are remark-
ably consistent in their willingness o pass
along responsibility for local emergency
planning to other agencies. each of which,
i turn, points its linger at still another au-
Lan)

“We don't know what can or can't be
dome,” savs Cambridge deputy fire chief
Edward Dudlev with a shrug. “Our person-
nel would wait for the arrival of the Came-
bridge deputy fire chicf, who weuld act on

§ Critics claim that

=

TRET Y

the g_ov:rnment
is fa,mﬁng out
.nerve-g‘;s work
becau:é it has

Py
overloaded its own

research facilities.

and Arthur D. Little wants a piece of
it. The Reagan administration has re-

c HEMICAL WARFARE IS GOOD BUSINESS,

- quested $1.1 billion for chemical warfare
- in fiscal year 1985, Of this sum $813 mil-
. lion would go for battlefield supplies—
- protective clothing, gas masks, «decon-

tamination equipment, and maintenance

: of current chemical stockpiles.. Another
. $105 million would fund production fa-

cilities for a new generation of-chemical
agents known as binary weapons {in a bi-

~pary artillery shell, the two chemical com-

pounds that make up the nerve agent are
+ept separate until the moment of use).
This relatively safe design would make the
testing, production, and storage of nerve

THE PROFITS OF NERVE GAS

gas in urban areas more politically feasi-
ble. {As of this writing, Congress has for

#the second year in a row rr:jectcd funding

ffor the binary-weapons program.)
~Lrities of the administration’s chemi-

: Cal-warfare program claim that the nerve-
+gas work is being farmed our to lab-
woratories such as ADL's because the

‘govennnem has overloaded the existing
_merve-gas research facilities in its drive 10
‘maintain and improve the United States’s

-'ﬁ*w-ﬁghhng capabﬂm Harvard Universi-
. . professor emeritus of chemistry and

“Hormer Pentagon consultant Frank West-
.‘heimer speculates that the Edgewood Ar-

“senal, in Maryland, the army's top-secret
wresearch and developmem center for
" themical warfare, “is up to its ears with
1 . mther work and doesn’t have any person-

nel left over to develop new protective
clothing and such.”
-++-ADV’s leadership is well aware of the

~ptofits 10 be made in chemical-warfare

work. In 1982 it spent more than
$875,000 t upgrade some of the com-

-pany’s Jaboratories in order to gualify for

condracts involving extremely toxic chemi-
cals. Judith Harris, ADL’s manager of

«hemical and food sciences and the super-
-wisor -of the Philip L. Levins Chemical

Surety lLaboratory, estimates that the

- pompany’s current contracts involving
‘merve gas are worth $500,000. In addi-

tion, ADL has placed bids on chemical-
warfare contracts worth at least another

.$500,000. Says Harris bluntly, **We

avould not have made an investment in

- this lab if we did not think it would be a

good, continuous business venture.”
—D. G,

the instructions of the lzb personnel. They

tel us what o do.” .

The state DPH report is more specific:
“In the event of a fire, {local fire fighters]
are instructed to let the jab burn.”

Cambridge fire chief Thomas Scott, in a
court affidavit, explained: “I have been ad-
vised by officials at Arthur D, Little not to
enier the laboratory unless accompanied by
a chemist trained in dealing with these ma-
terials. If the chemists should be injured. in-
Lapauitatcd or killed by an incident in that
tab, the Cambridge Fire Department 'may’
not have any source of information to deal
with the situation.”

v

2:28 p.m.

Trying to get inside the main building,
Chief Fox was practically knocked over
by the people flecing in response to ihe
deafening. high-pitched alarm, which
could be heard above all the screaming.

“Who's in charge here?” demanded the
fire chief, 10 no avail. Seeing a man in a
white lab coat whe was shouting direc-
tions, Fox collared him.

“Are vou the person in charge here?”
demanded Fox.

“Are you crazy? No one's in charge,”
responded the technician, “This is a dis-
aster,” he cried, pulling away from the
chicf.

Fox shoved the man up againsi the
glass showease in the lobby. [ don't care
if a nuclear bomb went off. | still gotia
tell my men what 1o do.” he said. staring
straight into the eyes of the terrificd man.

“Okay, okay, You wanna know? A
whole section of Building 15W blew up
about 10 minutes ago. There's dead peo-
ple all over the place. All the chemists up
there are probably dead. We're just doing
the best we can to try and contain this
(Continued vn puge 114)
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{Continued from page 91)
thing,” the ADL technician said, fighting
back tears. " '

Frank Westheimer explains that in the
event of an accident at the Levins lab, an
immediate evacuation of the surrounding
area might be required. The Cambridge po-
lice, notified by an automatic alarm, would
oversee the evacuation procedures. "We
have nio plan for evacuation,” says Licuten-
ent Timothy Toomey of the Cambridge po-
lice, in response to Westheimer’s statement.
“We can control crowds and vandalism,”
he offers.

2:33 p.m.

Deputy Police Chief Sam Giardini ar-
rived, parked & blue and white Cam-
bridge police cruiser on the shoulder of
Route 2, and jumped out. *What've we
got here, Jim?" he said, calling over o
Officer Owens.

*“You're asking me?" responded the
beleaguered officer, who was standing in
the midst of 8 bumper-to-bumper traffic
standstill. 'l was just told there are over
1,300 people who work at this place,' he
said, ""Well, every goddamn one of them
just jumped into his car and is trying to
hightail it outta here.”

Giardini ran toward the main building,
where he saw the fire chief surveying the
situation,

“We don’t know what we can or can't
do,” said Fox, sweat pouring from his
brow. Behind him, smoke billowed out of
Building 15W. A veteran of many disas-
ters, Fox was not used to watching a fire
burn and being helpless to put it out.

v

When any toxic chemical is released into
the state’s environment, local officials are
required to alert the Massachusetts Depari-
ment of Environmental Quality Engineer-
ing (DEQE). Jim Coleman, the director of
the Office of Incident Response (OIR) of
the DEQE Division of Hazardous Wastes,
says that “Cambridge officials would dea)
with" any accident at ADL. I really don’t
know what ADL is doing, except what I've
read in the papers,” he adds. The OIR’s re-
sponsibility, Coleman explains, is to “deal
with companies that deal with hazardous
materials and toxic wastes.” After a sec-
ond’s pause, he remarks, “Sounds like we
should be involved in this, doesn't it? But |
guess we're not,”

DEQE public affairs officer Myles Brown
confirms that it is the OIR’s statutbry re-
sponsibility to “coordinate with other state
and local agencies o respond” to a major
toxic-chemical accident such as might occur
at ADL. Specifically, the office would dis-
patch an emergency response team to the
scene to supervise a “cleanup and contain-
ment operation” and to “see that the safety
| of personnel and residents was ensured.”

v
2:41 pm.
By this time, fire departments from

neighboring Belmont and Arlington had
arrived at the ADL complex, in accor-
dance with contingency plans that had
been made after the Levins lab was
built. Chief Fox was in a quandary. With
no expert stepping forth from the wreck-
age to advise him, was he going to risk
his men's lives 10 fight the fire or just let
the lab burn, possibly endangering the
surrounding buildings and homes? The
chief decided that his duty was o pro-
tect the community as best he could.
*“The ADL people said at those city

= council hearings that it would be virtual-

ly impossible for the steel containers
holding The nerve gas to rupture,”” he
told Deputy Police Chief Giardini.
“They also said that the heat would de-
stroy the chemicals. [ think I've got 1o
bank on that and get my men to work
before this fire spreads all over the

place.”
v

Frank Westheimer suggests that in the
event of even a small leak at the Levins lab,
two things would happen: panic among the
local residents and preliminary symp-
toms—such as severe pupil constriction
and respiratory difficulty—in the people
who had been exposed. He advises that, at
the very least, public health precautions
should include making sure that all local
hospitals are equigiped with sufficient quan-
tities of the antidote for nerve-gas poisoning
and informing the public of the physical
symptoms produced by exposure to a nerve
gas. :

The state DPH report concluded that
“utilization of state of the art equipment
should minimize contamination of the envi-
ronment and reduce the risk of hazard 10
human health.” The report made no assess-
ment of polential risks 10 the public, nor did
it recommend any local public health pre-
cautions. But when pressed, the author of
the report, DPH chief environmental hy-
gienist Elise Comproni, admits, “If events
20 so badly [at the lab] that you can't con-
tain them, we're talking about a real catas-
trophe.”

ADL’s Triner sounds a reassuring note.
“Whatever's in the lab, when burned, is in-
nocuous,” she says. But Westheimer disa-
grees. Under controlled conditions, he says,
“the liquid Inerve agents] can burmn and be
detoxified. However, [if there were a fire,]
some would bum and some would become
gaseous, boiled into the air. The liquids
would [remain] lethal if volatilized [tumed
into a gas] in sufficient quantity.

“It would,” concludes Westheimer, "be a
bad scene.”

In evidence requested at a community
meeting and given several days later o
Cambridge resident Ralph Wolfe, ADL di-
rector of health and safety Scott Strickoff
estimated that in the event of an explosion
or fire at the Levins lab, everyone within at
least two-thirds of a mile from the lab
would be inside the “zone of lethaiity.” The

zone of lethality is defined as the area in
which one-half of the people who are ex-

| posed to a lethal concentration of nerve gas

would die. Within this area lie the 150-bed
Sancta Maria Hospital; Children’s Village,
a day-care center for more than 60 local
children; the massive,, nearly complete
MBTA Alewife station and parking garage;
and Route 2, the express route to the metro-
politan area for 40,000 daily commuters. At’
the edge of the zone are the three high-rise
apartment buildings of the Jefferson Park
complex, home to about 1,000 people, and
just down the road is one of Cambridge’s
largest elementary schools, the Tobin
School. With a mild breeze (10 to 20 miles
per hour) on a warm, humid day, the zone
of lethality could be much larger and un-
containable. -

2:46 p.m.

On Dudley Street, a little more than
half a mile from all the commotion, six-
year-old Jimmy Higgins was playing in
his sandbox while his father was inside
making lunch. 1t was a breezy, sunny
day. Jimmy's eyes began Lo hurt; he
rubbed them, thinking some sand had
blown in his face, and kept on playing.
Soon his nose began to run and he be-
gan wheezing a little. He got up to go
inside, but he was dizzy, and stumbled
and fell down. He began 1o cry,

Joe Wheeler, an elderly man who
lived a few houses down, was out taking
his usual walk. Wheeler noticed a dull
ache in his eyes, and his vision became
blurry. He suddently feit a tightness in
his chest, and he began coughing. Saliva
was dribbling down his chin. “Oh my
God,” he said, staggering over to lean on
a nearby fence. He thought he was hav-
ing a heart attack, as his breathing be-
came more labored. By the time his wife
saw him from their front window, he
had fallen to the ground, fluids running
from his nose and eyes, Wheeler mut-
tered something unintelligible and
passed out.

v

Nerve agents enter the body by being ab-
sorbed through the skin or inhaled. The
gases are colorless and odorless. They act
by causing & massive buildup of acetylcho-
line (a chemical that relays messages to and
from the brain} throughout the victim's
nervous system. According to the current
Department of Defense field manual for
chemical wartare, symptoms begin with
constriction of the pupils, causing dimming
of vision. Then the victim has difficulty
breathing as his lungs fill with mucus; he
experiences vomiting and involuntary defe-
cation and urination, twitching, convul-
sions, cramping, paralysis, and ultimately,
respiratory or cardiac failure, or both.
Death takes anywhere from two minutes, if
the dose is very concentrated, to several
hours or days. if the concentration is small
or cumulative over time. The antidote, atro-
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pine, has o be administered within seconds
or minutes of an exposure, ingon its
severity, and is of only limited effectiveness.
Harvard professor Matthew Meselson
wrote in the April 1980 Issue of Scientific
American that “long-lesting neurological
and psychiatric disorders can develop after
sublethal exposure. Natural detoxification
of nerve gas poisoning is slow, so that the
lethal dose is approximately the same
whether it is received all at once or over a
period of hours.” If the toxic liquids were to
spill on the ground rather than being vapor-
ized into the atmosphere, the DOD chemi-
cal-warfare manual states, it might take sev-
eral weeks before the chemicals broke
down enough for the area to be relatively
safe.

2:53 p.m.

Joan Millward was the resident physi-
cian on duty in the emergency room of
Belmont's Sancta Maris Hospital that
efternoon. It had been & slow day for the
recent Harverd Medical School gradu-
ate, and she was hoping to leave early to
catch a game of tennis.

The first call came in within 10 min-
utes of the explosion at the lab. A man
phoned to say that his daughter was hav-
ing trouble breathing and that her nose
was running uncontrotlably. A few min-
utes later & second call came in, then an-
other and another. The switchboard op-
erator was answering calls back-to-back,
and soon the victims arriving in
the emergency room. Most came in cars
driven by friends or relatives; some
came by ambulance. Miliward was puz-
zled by the symptoms: severe twitching
of facial muscles and eyelids; pinpoint

© pupils; heavy discharge of fluids from
the nose and eyes; headaches; a variety
of respiretory problems including ob-
structed airways, heavy bronchial secre-
tions, and constricted breathing; nau-
sea; profuse sweating; drowsiness;
slurred speech; and confusion. Within
half an hour the emergency room was
packed. Millward and her colleagues
could only attempt to treat the patients’
symptoms—they had no idea what was
causing them all. Soon the sitdation be-
came urgent. Within 45 minutes after
the explosion, patients began arriving
dead. *

The Cambridge commissioner of health
and hospitais, Dr. Melvin Chalfen, says that
no emergency plan exists o deal with an
accident at the Levins lab, but he is con-
cerned that people are getting unduly
alarmed about what might happen in the
event of an accident. “'Risks exist in every-
thing. They must be placed in perspective,”
he counsels. “I guess I'm suggesting moder-
ation in approach in everything.”

ADL officials have stated that Cam-
bridge’s Mt. Aubum Hospital is equipped
with atropine. But Francis Lynch, president

v

of Mt. Auburn, comments: "ADL has the
antidotes, and it has some medical facilities
there. They would administer the antidote
and the patient would come here for further
treatment. | don't believe Mt. Auburn has
the antidotes.” Lynch is confident that
ADL, where about 1,300 people work,
could deal with an accident involving sever-
al of its lab workers, but he could not assess
the company's ability to tend to hundreds of
victims.

In fact, most American hospitals—
among them Mt. Aubum—stock some at-
ropine, which has a variety of medical uses.
But hospital officials are apparently un-
aware of atropine’s role as the primary anti-
dote for nerve-gas poisoning.

3:01 p.m.

During the summer program at the
Tobin School, about threequarters of a
mile downwind from the Levins lab, a
small group of children in the play-
ground were overcome by the same
symptoms experienced by numerous
others on the nearby streets. Within
minutes they began falling to the
ground, twitching and gasping. A teach-
er ran out of the school building as the
children, rolling on the ground,
screamed in agony. He picked one girl
up, but by then she was silent. 1t had
taken a mere five minutes for her short
life to be snuffed out.

Back at Acorn Park, Cambridge po-
lice chief George Clarke had just ar-
rived. “We put in a call 1o the people at
DEQE to find out what we should do
about this,” he told Fire Chief Fox.
“They said they didn't know anything
about it, and t0ld me I should cali
DPH.”

“What did DPH say?" asked Fox.

*“They told me to call DEQE,” Clarke
answered, staring in disbelief at the hat-
tefield scene around him.

David O’Conner, director of civil defense
for the city of Cambridge, explains that
there is no specific civil defense plan for an
accident at the ADL complex. " The fire de-
partment and the police department have
done the planning on this,” he says. It
would be the civil defense office, however,
that would coordinate an evacuation if one
became necessary. But O’Conner doesn't
seem to think that ADL’s work poses a seri-
ous threat to the community. “There is not
a situation there that would require evacua-
tion,"” he says, *“The main risk, as | under-
stand it, is%o firemen and personnel at the
scene. Within the immediate radius of ADL
there is a negligible amount of property,
and the company is dealing with a very
small amount of chemicals.”

v

3:14 p.m.

Fire Chief Fox had to make a decision.

He was authorized to call for an evacua-

tion of the surrounding area once he had
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assessed the situation. But he was still
unable to obtain any qualified advice: |
the ADL chemists who were supposed !
to counsel him were either gone or dead,
and none of the public health authorities
seemed to know what to do. An hour
had passed since the alarm went off, and
already a number of his men had been
hospitalized. But evacuation was a seri-
ous undertaking. A broadcasted order to -
evacuate could cause widespread panic;
people might die trying to escape the
area. And if he ordered an evacuation,
how much of the area would he have to
clear out? Would the police be able to
implement an order for large-scale evac-
uation? And what about Sancta Maria
Hospital? Should he order it closed and
risk having the people in the intensive
care unit die from the trauma of trans-
port? He made a layman’s assessment:
the wind was blowing from the west,
away from Sancta Maria. He would or-
der the evacuation of all homes and
businesses located within half a mile of
the lab, but he would leave the hospital

open.

6 p.m.

Cambridge police officers drove
through the streets of North Cambridge,
broadcasting their eerie message to
evacuale as they watched for siragglers
and would-be looters. Hundreds had
died that day. The heaviest toll was at
the ADL complex itself, where many
people had never made it to their cars.
The Tobin School and the Jefferson Park
apartments had also been hard hit by the
deadly gases.

Now a morbid calm prevailed in the
once-busy neighborhood. The streets
were empty; the only movement was the
dancing reflection of the flashing blue
police lights on the deserted houses and
sidewalks. Only the buzz of streetlights
and the barked announcement coming
from the police loudspeakers cut the
thick air. The police officers, wrapped in
gas masks and raincoats to avoid ab-
sorbing the nerve gas, looked like invad-
ers from another planet. By nightfall
they would have supervised the tempo-
rary relocation of more than 20,000
people to schools and government build-
ings in other parts of Cambridge and in

Arlington.
glo v

“It’s inhuman,” cried city councillor Al
Vellucci at the end of a March 1984 city
council hearing. Red-faced, he turned to
ADLU’s chief, John Magee. “You tonight,”
Vellucci said, “‘get the blue ribbon for being
the biggest con man that ever appeared be-
fore this council.”

Magee and his aides packed up indig-
nantly. They were confident their Jegal team
would secure & victory for ADL in this bat-
tle. ADL would win: the nerve-gas work
would goon. [J




