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Cowardice about Smoking
Sir Keith Joseph's statement on the Government's proposed
action on tobacco smoking (p. 735) will come as a disappoint-
ment to those who had hoped for a firmer lead. The warning
to be printed on all cigarette packets, "Smoking can damage
your health", is some advance, but its equivocation is typical
ofthe weak approach to a serious problem shown by successive
Governments in the last ten years. An outside observer
might conclude that the recent statement was a panic response
to a new situation: in fact it comes 21 years after the classical
indictment of the cigarette,' 14 years after a report by the
Medical Research Council,2 and 9 years after the first report
of the Royal College of Physicians,3 and at the end of a
decade of warning by the Department's own Chief Medical
Officer and of pressure by M.P.s on successive Ministers of
Health.

In tackling the dangers of smoking any Government has
to steer a difficult course between avoiding restrictions on
individual freedom and doing its utmost to discourage the
habit. Yet the fact is still ignored that smoking is a socially
contagious disease: young people start the habit because
their parents, teachers, or teenage idols do it, or because they
are persuaded by advertisements emphasizing adultness or
agreeable sexual situations. Little, moreover, is done to deter
them; it is only too easy for teenagers to buy cigarettes from
shops or slot-machines, and the law on smoking under age
is poorly enforced. Why is no legislation proposed for stopping
placing slot-machines in public places (p. 735)? Why are
there no proposals to prohibit cigarette advertising further?
Why are there still comparatively few restrictions on smoking
in public places-a feature where Britain seriously lags behind
much of the Continent?

Statements by successive Ministers of Health in the last
ten years have typified this cowardice about any effective
action on smoking.4 In 1962 Mr. Enoch Powell said that the
suggestions of the first report by the Royal College of Physi-
cians were under consideration by the Government; in 1966
Mr. Kenneth Robinson-who had pressed the Government
particularly hard over smoking when he was in opposition-
said the same about proposals on limiting it in public places;
while in 1968 Mr. Richard Crossman said that the preparation
of adequate measures was "by no means easy." Three years
later all Sir Keith Joseph can offer the country besides the

agreed warning-which may never be printed if Sir Gerald
Nabarro does not withdraw his Private Member's Bill-is a
standing scientific liaison committee and some more money
for the Health Education Council. In the meantime the
Government is considering how to tackle the "very difficult
question" of how to dissuade the young from starting to
smoke. With a justified sense of deja vu, doctors might be
forgiven for asking whether the Government will still be
shilly-shallying in 1981.

1 Doll, R., and Hill, A. B., British Medical Journal, 1950, 2, 739.
2 British Medical Journal, 1957, 1, 1518.
3Smoking and Health, London, Royal College of Physicians of London,

London, 1962.
4see British MedicalJournal, 1962, 1, 808; 1966, 2, 1540; 1968, 2, 652.

Nervous Disorders and
Thorn Cells
In 1950 F. A. Bassen and A. L. Kornzweig' described in two
siblings of consanguineous parents a morphological malforma-
tion of the red blood cells. These cells had "protoplasmic pro-
jections varying in size and shape." One of the siblings also
presented clinical features thought to conform to Friedreich's
ataxia with retinitis pigmentosa. K. Singer and colleagues,2
who two years later described similarly misshapen erythro-
cytes in a child of parents who were second cousins, con-
sidered that the "protoplasmic projections" bore a resemblance
to thorns and called this abnormal type of red cell "acanthro-
cyte" (acanthos-thom in Greek.)2 This name was later
corrected to "acanthocyte."3
The large, spiculate projections of the acanthocytes are

different from the regularly spaced, small protuberances of the
normal erythrocyte becoming crenated by exposure to
hypertonic salt solution. When the patient of Singer and
colleagues was reviewed six years later, "a phenomenally low
serum cholesterol value" was discovered, and this suggested
that "an inborn error of fat metabolism produces a harmful
effect on erythrocytes."4 Bassen and Kornzweig reviewed
their cases in 1957 and found that both siblings now presented
similar neurological abnormalities.5 They observed that all
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