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DeaDly Secret
A 1940s whistle-blower uncovers hidden evidence linking asbestos to cancer.     By Lorraine Mallinder



John Cabot’s tall ship 
the Matthew in full sail  

during the re-enact-
ment that took place on 

May 2nd, 1997
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Doctors Leroy Gardner and 
Arthur Vorwald examine 

post-mortem lungs at 
Saranac Laboratory in New 
York State, December 1937.
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DDriving across the border from Quebec to New York State, 
Ivan Sabourin carried a morbid cargo. In the airless trunk lay 
a selection of lung samples illicitly taken from sick asbestos 
miners. The corpulent lawyer felt uneasy about his mission, 
but as chief  counsel for the powerful asbestos industry in 
Quebec, he was in too deep to back out.

During the mid-1940s, Sabourin made repeated cross-
border trips to the Saranac Laboratory in New York State to 
deposit samples that would yield evidence of the carcinogenic 
effects of  asbestos. The knowledge remained the industry’s 
dirty secret, with high-level asbestos executives deliberately 
sitting on the evidence to prevent workers from claiming 
compensation.

The laboratory, with its picturesque location in the heart 
of  the Adirondack Mountains by the crystal-clear waters 
of  Saranac Lake, was an unlikely setting for an industrial 
cover-up. Although staffed by some of  the world’s leading 
researchers on lung disease, it was severely compromised by 
its reliance on industry funding. Over the ensuing years, the 
incriminating slides gathered dust in a carefully concealed file 
labelled “Quebec Asbestos Workers.”

There they remained until South African scholar Gerrit 
Schepers visited the laboratory as an intern in 1949. Now 

ninety-six years of  age and living in upstate Virginia, he 
remembers stumbling upon the perturbing data while rifling 
through the laboratory’s records. Nine miners were listed 
with lung cancer and two more with mesothelioma, a rarer 
and deadlier cancer. Another file contained slides of  eleven 
mice exposed to asbestos dust — the slides revealed that nine 
of the mice had cancer.

The hidden data was political dynamite. Up in Quebec, 
trouble was brewing as the province’s francophone asbestos 
miners began to agitate against their long-hated American 
and English-Canadian masters. The strife culminated in the 
1949 asbestos strike, a bitter dispute based in and around the 
Quebec mining town of  Asbestos. Aware that the product 

they mined was killing them, one of  the miners’ demands 
was that asbestosis — lung scarring caused by exposure to 
asbestos fibres — be recognised as an industrial disease. 

The strike was essentially an attempt by miners to take 
control of  their bodies. At the beginning of 1949, Montreal’s 
Le Devoir warned workers that companies had been lying to 
them about their health. Journalist Burton LeDoux  compared 
asbestosis to a spider spinning its deadly web around victims’ 
lungs, slowly suffocating them to death. He likened Quebec’s 
mining towns to concentration camps.

Schepers was unaware of the conflicts north of the border 
when he made his discovery. The fact that the research data 
had been hidden away troubled him. He was a graduate 

Below left: 
South African 

whistle-blower
Gerrit  Schepers 

in 1950.

Centre: Workers at 
Johns Manville in 
Asbestos, Quebec, 
leave the plant fol-

lowing the settlement 
of a violent four-and-

a-half-month strike 
in 1949. The miners 

wanted the health 
dangers of asbestos to 

be recognized.
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student at New York University, but he was also on a mission 
from the South African government to ascertain whether 
chrysotile, or white asbestos, caused cancer. He had already 
asked Dr. Arthur Vorwald, the laboratory’s director of  
research, about studies that had been done in this area, only to 
be told, “none had been attempted, none was contemplated, 
and none was needed.” Now he suspected that Vorwald, in 
whose house he was staying, was an industry stooge. 

Schepers was no stranger to industry malfeasance. One 
of  the leading scientists of  his generation, he had stuck his 
neck out to defend miners’ rights in the early days of  South 
Africa’s apartheid regime. While working as a government 
medical inspector in early 1949, he witnessed the dismal 
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Left: An injured 
striker is led 
away during the 
1949 asbes-
tos strike in 
Quebec.



Above:
Dr.  Anthony  

Lanza, second 
from left, and 

Gerrit Schepers, 
fifth from left, 

with mining 
and insurance 

representatives 

Above right: 
The Trudeau 

Laboratory at 
Saranac Lake, 

New York.
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conditions in which black workers mined deadly amosite, 
or brown asbestos, in the North Eastern Transvaal. He 
remembers that “the miners fell ill easily and were usually 
only employed for a few years.”

In a report, he described young black boys forced to 
trample down asbestos in large shipping bags, all the while 
“kept stepping lively by a burly supervisor with a hefty whip.” 
X-rays conducted by Schepers’ government medical team 
revealed several workers to have asbestosis before the age 
of twelve.

After three weeks at Saranac, Schepers was sent to 
Quebec to do further research by Dr. Anthony Lanza, his 
academic supervisor at New York University. He found 
himself  in Asbestos, at that time home of the biggest open-pit 

asbestos mine in the world, which was run by the U.S.-based 
Johns Manville Corporation. While there had been moves 
to introduce dust-control measures in the aftermath of the 
strike, he found industry doctors constantly downplaying the 
risks, blaming the high incidence of lung disease on cigarette 
smoking.

To add insult to injury, the dismissive doctors tended 
to blame the miners’ health problems on their genetically 
inferior French-Canadian constitution. “So these were silly 
little Frenchmen who were dying before they should,” he 
remembers. “It was the same attitude as South Africa. I’d 
heard hundreds of  times that the mines were quite safe. It 
was just these damn black fellows, who didn’t have strong 
lungs and disgraced the industry by going and dying.”

Alarmed, Schepers told two company doctors —  

Kenneth Smith and Paul Cartier, directors of  the Johns 
Manville clinics at Asbestos and the neighbouring town of  
Thetford Mines — about the Saranac files. Both expressed 
astonishment. It turned out that the laboratory results had 
been sent directly to Sabourin, the company lawyer who had 
smuggled the samples across the border. The doctors said 
they had been kept in the dark.

Sabourin, for his part, was remarkably candid about his 
role in “confidentially” transporting the lung samples and 
about his knowledge of further cases of  cancer among men 
who had retired from the asbestos mines and mills. In a recent 
interview from his home in Virginia, Schepers recalled a 
conversation he had with Sabourin back in 1949. Sitting tête-
à-tête in a local restaurant, Schepers confronted Sabourin. 

According to Schepers, the conversation went like this:
“Why do you do this? Why do you oppose the rights of  

asbestos workers to claim compensation after their lungs 
have become all screwed up?” Schepers asked.

“Because I’m paid to do so,” said Sabourin.
“So, you’re telling me you’re a crook?”
“That’s right,” said Sabourin.
“I’ve seen it happen,” continued Schepers. “I’ve worked 

in the hospitals. I’ve seen them die and seen their families go 
to the dogs from poverty. How could you be so unmerciful? I 
know you’re a Catholic. It’s the Christian belief  that you help 
the man who has fallen down. You don’t step on him. You 
give him your hand and help him up.”

“I go to church every Sunday and say my prayers every 
night,” replied Sabourin. “I can’t reverse what I’ve done.”
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           ScheperS waSteD no time in compiling a Damning report for   the South african government.



Sabourin, who died in 1978, was an “amiable crimi-
nal,” whose  conscience weighed upon him heavily, said 
Schepers. He was a company-oriented man, but he was 
also a Quebecois with conservative-nationalist leanings 
who “sympathized with his countrymen” and lamented 
that he had been unable to do for his French-Canadian 
fellow citizens what Schepers had done for South Afri-
cans.

“I was puzzled by that statement because I wondered 
how he would know what we were doing in South 
Africa,” says Schepers, who, as a government employee, 
had been compelled to sign documents threatening a jail 
sentence in the event of  leaked information about the 
asbestos research that he was doing. 

a fter three weeks in Quebec, Schepers returned 
to New York State, where a storm awaited him. 
Vorwald furiously took him to task for discussing 
the Saranac Laboratory data with the company 

doctors and Sabourin. He said he had been reprimanded for 
letting “a foreigner” see the patently sensitive data. In the 
midst of  all the turmoil, the slides had been removed from 
the laboratory files. Schepers wasted no time in compiling a 
damning report for the South African government, which he 
secretly dispatched to Pretoria.

“My report said it was obvious that they [industry] didn’t 
have all the information, that they hadn’t made an effort to 
obtain the information, and that evidence to the contrary 
had been buried in the archives of  the Saranac Laboratory,” 
says Schepers. He added that “somebody in-between” had 

Asbestos — a naturally occurring mineral fibre resistant to heat and many 

chemicals — was used by the ancient Greeks. Slaves who wove asbestos into 

fireproof cloth were observed to develop “sickness of the lungs.” 

The use of asbestos declined during the Middle Ages but became popular 

again during the Industrial Revolution, when it was used to insulate steel pipes, 

ovens, boilers, and other machinery exposed to high heat.

At the turn of the twentieth century, studies in the United States observed that 

workers in asbestos mining towns were dying at a young age.

In 1924, a British doctor named the chronic lung disease that killed a thirty-

three-year-old asbestos worker “asbestosis.” The cause was asbestos particles 

that had lodged in the worker’s lungs. The case prompted studies which showed 

that twenty-five percent of  British asbestos workers had lung disease.

In 1931, Britian passed legislation that increased ventilation in asbestos 

workplaces and made asbestosis an occupational illness.

In 1929–1930, an insurance-company-sponsored study by the Department of 

Industrial Hygiene at McGill University found that forty-two out of two hundred 

asbestos workers had asbestosis. The findings were not published.

Major medical journals of the 1930s linked asbestos to a type of cancer — 

mesothelioma — that often attacks the lining of the lungs.

By the 1960s, epidemiological studies established that asbestos workers were 

suffering unusually high rates of cancers. Yet the use of asbestos to make 

thousands of products — including insulation, brake linings, and textiles 

— continued to grow until the mid-1970s. 

Today, there is no cure or effective treatment for asbestosis. Mesothelioma 

remains rare, but because it is often not caught until its later stages, survival 

after diagnosis is usually only one or two years.

aSbeStoS anD itS DangerS
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distorted the information, implying an “evil factor.”
Then, to his surprise, Lanza, his academic supervisor, 

informed him that he would have to submit a thesis to complete 
his course, a requirement that had not been mentioned 
before. This he did, replicating the observations contained in 
his report to South Africa. Lanza, who in addition to being 
director of the Institute of Industrial Medicine at NYU was 
also a medical consultant to the Johns Manville Corporation, 
called Schepers up to meet with Vandiver Brown, the vice-
president and chief  attorney for Johns Manville, who was 
waiting impatiently.

A red-faced fellow with a hot temper, Brown “screamed 

murder and hell” at Schepers, demand-
ing that he retract his thesis immedi-
ately. Schepers replied calmly, saying he 
could not retract the information as he 
had already sent a report to Pretoria.

Brown fell back on his chair. “I 
could see he was really shocked,” says 
Schepers. “I told him that, although I 
was a student at the university, in reality 
I was an officer of the government of South Africa … the old 
fellow was so upset that he looked physically sick.”

Brown immediately flew to South Africa to suppress the 
information. Ignored by officials at the department of mines, 
he tried and failed to plead his case with the prime minister. 
His mission unsuccessful, he retired immediately to Scotland 
and was never heard of again, until discovered — well, but 
apparently mentally incompetent — by a victim’s attorney in 
the early 1980s. He has since died.

Meanwhile, when Schepers returned to South Africa, he 
found himself in a nest of vipers. His government bosses — 
with whom he had previously collided over compensation for 
sick miners  — conspired to “disappear” his report. Schepers 
nevertheless continued to press for reform, allying himself with 
the country’s main miners’ union against the government.

His activism culminated in a politically charged testimony 
to a commission of inquiry, which might have ended his career 
had he not been called back to the Saranac Laboratory in 1954 

to replace Vorwald as director of research.
Significant changes had been made at Saranac. Lanza, 

Schepers’ former academic supervisor, had been appointed 
to the board of the Trudeau Foundation, which oversaw the 
laboratory. His suggestion of Schepers as a replacement for 
Vorwald may have been motivated by his personal dislike of  
the latter, according to Barry Castleman, author of Asbestos: 
Medical and Legal Aspects. The asbestos industry had gone 
into damage-limitation mode, publishing a study in which a 
glancing reference was made to the cancerous slides from the 
Quebec asbestos workers. The industry may also have found 
it in its interests to bring Schepers onside.

Whatever the motivation for hiring him, Schepers would 
go on to discover the story behind the Quebec cancer slides. 
The study had been carried out by Dr. Leroy Gardner, a 
previous director of  research. Gardner was aware that he 
was onto something and was keen to break free of the binds 
imposed by the laboratory’s donors, which included the 
asbestos lobby. 

Gardner tried but failed to obtain public funding that 
would have enabled him to conduct further research and 
freely release his findings. He died in 1946, before he had the 
chance to publish. 

In 1952, Lanza instructed Vorwald to continue Gardner’s 
research. Vorwald’s results may have mirrored Gardner’s 
findings, but they were never published. Vorwald left the 
laboratory to found the Department of  Occupational and 

Environmental Health Sciences at Detroit’s 
Wayne State University, which he chaired for the 
next fourteen years. He also became a highly prized 
defence litigation expert for the asbestos industry.

Meanwhile, Schepers, ever the maverick, 
departed Saranac after a three-year stint as director 
of research, following clashes with the board over 
the laboratory’s future direction. He and Vorwald 
became legal adversaries as the industry was hit 
with a deluge of asbestos-related litigation suits that 
almost sank Lloyds of London in the 1980s.

Schepers worked with law firms representing 
sick workers and the families of the deceased. He 

remembers how Vorwald, who is now deceased, would always 
appear in court dressed in black clothes with a top hat.

“The lawyers who could hire him were jumping for 
joy when he came because he had the sonorous voice of  a 
preacher on the pulpit,” he says. 

a lthough a shadow of its former self, the industry 
hobbles on. In the early 1980s, after the Johns 
Manville Corporation went bankrupt, the Quebec 
government nationalized the industry, which still 

receives provincial and federal backing. Despite global medical 
condemnation of  the substance, the province continues to 
sell chrysotile asbestos to developing countries, which are ill-
placed to enforce expensive health and safety regulations to 
protect their workers. Meanwhile, the 1949 asbestos strike 
has become a symbol of the province’s separate identity, an 
uprising against anglophone masters that heralded the Quiet 
Revolution and the beginnings of Quebec separatism. 
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Above: 
Dr. Leroy Gardner, 
who realized in the 
1930s that asbestos 
put  workers’ lives 

at risk.

Gerrit Schepers at ninety-six 
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