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			PROLOGUE

			 

			ON THE SIDE OF THE ANGELS

			
				
					The loveliest trick of the Devil is to persuade you that they don’t exist!

				

				—CHARLES BAUDELAIRE

			

			On Sunday, November 14, 1999, Steven Parrish’s airplane touched down at the Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport in San Juan, Puerto Rico. It was humid and overcast, and an approaching storm made for a bumpy final descent. That day, a late-season tropical depression was forming over the Cayman Islands, dumping the heaviest rainfall the region had seen in years. Meteorologists had been modeling the storm for days and were now predicting that it could intensify into hurricane-force winds as it moved eastward toward Jamaica and Haiti.

			Parrish was the senior vice president of corporate affairs at Philip Morris Companies, Inc., the world-famous cigarette company. More than four hundred Philip Morris employees who worked under him were due to arrive that day. Many had come from around the world, from as far as Switzerland and Romania and Hong Kong, to attend the company’s periodic Corporate Affairs Worldwide Conference. The event was designed to train the company’s global army of “corporate affairs” employees who plied a variety of trades, including talking with the news media, whispering in the ear of congressmen, and generally strategizing about how to feed the company’s carefully crafted messaging to the world. While others on the tobacco side of the business were focused on the more mundane elements of selling cigarettes—procuring the tobacco from farmers, running the machinery that spit out thousands of cigarettes per minute, convincing store clerks to display Marlboros more prominently than Camels—corporate affairs employees during this high-stakes era were mercenaries engaged in political knife fights. Their militant posturing, and obsessive focus on containing unsavory facts about the company’s products, turned what could have been a relatively transient policy disagreement or temporary misalignment between tobacco companies and the public into a long slog through the trenches of the Tobacco Wars.

			
			For a decade, Parrish had been one of Philip Morris’s key generals in waging that war. A son of a railroad worker from Moberly, Missouri, and a former trial attorney, Parrish had defended the tobacco industry in the landmark 1983 case involving the smoking-related illness of fifty-seven-year old housewife Rose Cipollone. The verdict in her favor—delivered posthumously since she succumbed to her disease a year after filing the lawsuit—marked the first time that a tobacco company, despite facing hundreds of lawsuits up to that point, had ever suffered defeat in a product liability lawsuit. Even though the industry eventually won the case on appeal, it still was the canary in the coal mine for cigarette makers—a tsunami of litigation was coming. Philip Morris, which had been a defendant in the case (although just one company, Liggett, was found to be liable), snapped up Parrish and named him corporate counsel. From there he quickly climbed to the highest rungs of the company.

			Parrish’s slight stature and voice kissed with a southern drawl belied a swagger that he’d acquired as a trial lawyer, as well as his effortless ability—and willingness—to wield power. That combined with his calm, unassuming demeanor made him a wolf in sheep’s clothing, exactly the trait that made him the perfect pick to lead corporate affairs through the tumultuous era.

			
			He became the omnipresent face of Philip Morris through the company’s darkest days. He was a key negotiator in tugs-of-war with a collection of stakeholders, including the Food and Drug Administration, multiple attorneys general, the White House, and scores of advocacy groups like the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids. He spoke at press conferences, strategized behind closed doors, and was a constant fixture in the inner sanctum of Philip Morris executive meetings. He was a master at both Kissinger-style shuttle diplomacy and Machiavellian politics—the two keys that guided Philip Morris through crisis after crisis. If Philip Morris in the latter half of the 1990s was a plane crashing, Parrish was the pilot that helped manage to land it, miraculously with not every passenger on board dying.

			By then Philip Morris had grown into a conglomerate, with a menagerie of operating companies like Kraft and General Foods and Miller Brewing Company that sold a dizzying array of household staples: Lunchables, Jello-O, Miracle Whip, Velveeta, Miller Genuine Draft. The entire pantheon of Philip Morris brands, which had been cobbled together by the legendary dealmaker Hamish Maxwell, was lodged firmly in the zeitgeist of America. Not one, though, came close to being quite as indelible as Marlboro.

			The advertising wizardry unleashed by the legendary adman Leo Burnett had transformed Marlboro in the 1950s from an underperforming cigarette for women into America’s number-one brand. With the help of twenty-five scientists, eight consulting firms, six independent labs, and one polling organization, Marlboro was relaunched in 1955 with a filter tip, a red-and-white “flip top box,” and a manly ad campaign featuring a Green Bay Packers player, a tattooed sailor, and of course, the square-jawed, salt-of-the-earth cowboy known as the Marlboro Man. Before long, Marlboro was the most popular cigarette brand around the world. Philip Morris had not only created one of the world’s most successful consumer brands of all time, it also birthed a Wall Street money machine that spit out lavish salaries for its executives and princely returns for its shareholders. The company would do whatever it took to protect its prize asset.

			Parrish carried out his work in the spirit modeled by Philip Morris’s then chief executive, Geoffrey Bible, a gregarious beer-drinking, chain-smoking Australian, whom a colleague once described as the “Crocodile Dundee of the tobacco industry.” Bible had a pit bull’s instinct for a scrap. As product liability lawsuits mounted in the 1990s, Bible assured a group of investors not to get too worked up—“We are not going to be anybody’s punching bag,” he told them. “We shall fight, fight, and fight.” To celebrate his leadership, his colleagues once presented him with a painting of a gyrfalcon, a bird of prey and the largest falcon on earth. Bible’s bellicosity was enshrined in his trademark phrase repeated over the years in letters to customers, in speeches to employees, in presentations to investors: “When you are right and you fight, you will win.”

			
			But in this moment, as the winds gathered over San Juan, it was sinking in for Parrish, just as it soon would for the hundreds of employees on the island, that Philip Morris had lost.

			

			—

			IN 1953, ERNST WYNDER and Evarts Graham published their landmark study in the journal Cancer Research linking cigarettes and cancer after they painted cigarette tar on the backs of mice and watched tumors grow. The findings made national news. Life magazine had a splashy spread with photos of Graham in his lab alongside the tumorigenic mice. Time magazine had a caption that read “For cigarette smokers, a horrendous prediction.”

			The study prompted panic among the highest ranks of cigarette companies. “Salesmen in the industry are frantically alarmed,” read one industry memo. In the days after, a group of executives from the major tobacco companies and public affairs strategists from Hill & Knowlton held a secret meeting in Manhattan’s Plaza Hotel to discuss how to develop a unified response to the mounting evidence—and growing unease among smokers—that was potentially devastating for their business. They decided to smear the scientists and discredit their findings both about the addictive nature of their product, and about its link to what they called “you-know-what” (cancer).

			Those hardball tactics became the industry’s go-to for the next four decades. When a 1970s British documentary depicted an emphysema-stricken “Marlboro Man” on horseback with an oxygen tank, Philip Morris forced the filmmaker to destroy his reels. When European governments began raising concerns about the dangers of secondhand smoke, Philip Morris built a network of paid scientists they called “whitecoats” to inject doubt into the debate. When Victor DeNoble learned in Philip Morris’s own labs that rats became so addicted to nicotine that they would choose it over food and water, Philip Morris executives fired him and then ordered him to destroy his lab.

			
			But as the last decade of the century dawned, Philip Morris’s ramparts weakened. A growing and powerful coalition began attacking the company on everything from obesity caused by its sugary cereals, to its use of genetically modified foods, to whether its beer brands promoted binge drinking among kids. The anti-smoking movement that took root in San Francisco in the 1970s had grown into a full-fledged global movement. The “antis,” as the company often called them, were becoming increasingly radical as they pressured universities and pension funds to divest from so-called sin stocks, boycotted its Maxwell House coffee and Kraft macaroni and cheese, and protested at art exhibits sponsored by Philip Morris.

			Philip Morris developed a hard shell and an aggressive disdain for its opponents. It internalized the attacks as cheap shots made by an unfair nanny-state hell-bent on regulating its products out of existence. Rather than engage in dialogue with its opponents, it did everything to destroy them.

			“Please don’t ever forget,” said Craig Fuller, the then senior vice president of corporate affairs, to a group of Philip Morris employees at a 1992 corporate affairs conference. “Our opponents are very different. They don’t like what we manufacture. They don’t like what we sell. They don’t like the fact that we have high profit margins. And they think that way not just about tobacco, but about beer, cheese, red meat and many other PM products. I could list a whole slate of accusations that, taken together, comprise the platform—the ideology, if you will—of the people who do not wish us well.”

			The regulation issue became a dog whistle for the tobacco companies. And it was used freely as a tactic to scare smokers into believing that the government was coming not only for their cigarettes but for everything else they enjoyed in life. They said smoking was, after all, just as fundamental to Americans’ rights as free speech and gun ownership, which is why Philip Morris aligned itself with Alexis de Tocqueville.

			
			After the doctor and lawyer David Kessler took over as commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration in 1990, he launched an investigation into the tobacco industry with the ultimate goal of bringing tobacco under the regulatory authority of his agency—a key moment in the history of tobacco regulation and one that touched off a chain of seismic events that continues to reverberate to this day. Kessler, using undercover agents, informants, and gumshoe sleuthing that stretched from the farm fields of Virginia to dusty customs archives in North Carolina to Brazilian patents, sought to uncover whether the tobacco industry was secretly manipulating the levels of nicotine in cigarettes, which would serve as proof that the companies’ products met the statutory definition of a drug or a drug device by displaying an intent to affect the structure or any function of the human body. If he could prove that, it would justify the agency regulating cigarettes just like Tylenol or an inhaler.

			Philip Morris rightly feared the logical conclusion of that legal designation: There was no way the FDA could ever find that cigarettes would meet its own standard for drugs that stipulated that they be safe and effective, which would almost certainly lead to an all-out ban on cigarettes. The company launched a “ferocious defense” against Kessler’s crusade by painting him as a radical bureaucrat set on taking away Americans’ right to smoke. The company made buttons and ball caps with FDA in the middle of a “no circle” with phrases like KEEP FDA OFF THE FARM or FDA ON THE WRONG TRACK. The company distributed them at Kiwanis Club events, state fairs, racetracks, and at Calle Ocho festivals in Miami. One executive boasted how they planned to get a well-respected priest named Father Phil to wear one of the anti-FDA buttons while getting photographed as he received an oversize check from Philip Morris.

			But by the mid-1990s, the shingles on the roof were starting to peel off. In 1994 Mississippi attorney general Mike Moore became the first to file a lawsuit against the tobacco industry to recover billions of dollars in costs associated with treating sick smokers. Meanwhile, plaintiffs’ attorneys began filing an avalanche of class-action lawsuits. And whistleblowers from inside the tobacco companies, one by one, started breaking a previously impenetrable code of silence that bound the industry. DeNoble testified before Congress that he had been silenced. Jeffrey Wigand, a former Brown & Williamson executive whose gripping story was later depicted in the movie The Insider, revealed how his employer covered up the addictive and carcinogenic nature of cigarettes. Meanwhile, investigative reporters from major newspapers were churning out one damning story after the next. The Wall Street Journal reporter Alix Freedman, who went on to win a Pulitzer Prize for her coverage of the tobacco industry, co-wrote an article titled “Smoke and Mirrors.” It revealed for the first time how the cigarette industry had secretly bankrolled a decades-long PR campaign to cast doubt on the link between smoking and disease, in what the writers described as “the longest-running misinformation campaign in U.S. business history.”

			
			If it’s possible to identify a breaking point in the multifaceted Tobacco Wars, one certainly came on the morning of April 15, 1994, in Room 2123 of the Rayburn House Office Building on Capitol Hill. That morning, seven CEOs of the major tobacco companies appeared before a congressional committee, raised their right hands, and testified under oath that they believed the nicotine in their product was not addictive.

			The then CEO of Philip Morris USA, William Campbell, was as strident as any that day on the witness stand in his defense of the cigarette. “Commissioner Kessler and members of the subcommittee contended that nicotine is an addictive drug and, therefore, smokers are drug addicts,” he said, with a dose of disdain. “I strenuously object to that premise. I strenuously object to that conclusion. Cigarettes contain nicotine because it occurs naturally in tobacco. Nicotine contributes to the taste of cigarettes and the pleasure of smoking. The presence of nicotine, however, does not make cigarettes a drug or smoking an addiction. Coffee, Mr. Chairman, contains caffeine, and few people seem to enjoy coffee that does not. Does that make coffee a drug? Are coffee drinkers drug addicts? I think not.”

			
			The funny thing was, by then, pretty much everybody—public-health experts, lawyers, parents, scientists, politicians, doctors, schoolteachers—already knew the truth about cigarettes. Even Christopher Columbus and his men knew from observing native people smoking tobacco. “I know of Spaniards who imitate this custom,” wrote Bartolomé de Las Casas, the Dominican friar who transcribed Columbus’s journals. “And when I reprimanded the savage practice, they answered that it was not in their power to refrain from indulging in the habit.” Researchers knew of the physiological effects of nicotine as early as or even before the 1920s. Tobacco companies discussed it as early as the 1960s and conducted decades’ worth of internal studies on the topic. In 1988, the then U.S. surgeon general, C. Everett Koop, went so far as to say in his six-hundred-page report that “cigarettes and other forms of tobacco are addicting in the same sense as are drugs such as heroin and cocaine.”

			Which is why watching the row of suit-and-tie-wearing men on national television deny what was by then an almost universally acknowledged fact, crystallized the absurdity of the tobacco companies’ position. They maintained that while the product might be “habituating,” it didn’t meet the legal and scientific definition of addicting. It became one of the most brazen Alice in Wonderland moments in the long-suffering saga of the tobacco industry. It was as if the public was holding up a black card, and the tobacco executives insisted over and over again, with a straight face, that it was white. But the industry was backed in a corner, and an embattled Philip Morris was buffeted with attacks that posed an existential threat not only to its identity but to its extraordinarily lucrative business.

			For much of the twentieth century, working for a tobacco company, whether as a tobacco farmer or a company executive, had been a badge of honor, especially for businessmen who hailed from the South. But that was when smoking was mainstream and well loved—when everyone from Fred Flintstone to James Dean to Lauren Bacall could be seen puffing away, and when ads showed doctors opting for certain cigarette brands over others. To suddenly be so demonized in society was jarring for these men, a breed whose DNA had not an iota of surrender in it. Rather than hear any criticism, they’d simply tune out the world. Which is why it took well-respected people from outside the company to take them by the collar and look them straight in the eye and say, “Something has got to change.”

			
			It didn’t hurt that the company’s stock had started to underperform. Philip Morris has long been one of the best-performing stocks of all time. It’s one of those stalwart blue-chip stocks traded on the New York Stock Exchange that attracts pension funds, institutional investors, and other long-term investors seeking solid, incremental growth and reliable dividends. As one insider put it, Philip Morris investors have always had pretty basic needs: “Just milk the cow, pay the dividend, and shut up.” And that’s exactly what Philip Morris did. Over fifty years the company’s earnings had steadily grown, along with its rich dividend that pleased shareholders year after year, and helped wash away any guilt harbored by those who may have otherwise considered pulling their money out of a company that sold a product that killed people.

			But by the mid-’90s it was becoming increasingly evident that the twin problems of litigation and regulatory risk were not temporary blips. Meanwhile, cigarette consumption continued to soften. By 1997 just under a quarter of Americans smoked, down from almost half in 1965, the year after the surgeon general first stated that cigarette smoking caused lung cancer. Philip Morris shareholders had learned to stomach a lot over the years, but one thing they wouldn’t tolerate was an underperforming stock.

			That coincided with a board already grappling with the increasingly loud noise surrounding the public’s perception of smoking. For years cigarette companies had been trying to split hairs—maintaining that although studies showed a statistical link between smoking and cancer, there was no definitive proof, and even if there was, the company had lived up to its duty to warn by gluing warning labels on cigarette packs. If a smoker smoked and died of cancer, well, that was their choice. For a while, juries had bought that argument. But as plaintiffs’ lawyers tweaked their legal theories, jurors began turning on that defense and siding with smokers who argued that the company’s advertising had been so deceitful that they in fact bore responsibility for the harm caused by their product. Soon the company was facing juries across the U.S. that pondered awarding six- and seven-figure judgments to smokers. And with every passing day it became that much harder for a Philip Morris executive to defend the indefensible.

			
			No matter how prideful and recalcitrant the company’s executives had been—“We’re Philip Morris. We’ve got more money than God,” an executive boasted once—the company was facing a bitter reckoning. The mounting smoking-and-health litigation and government investigations and public scrutiny had become so crushing that there was a real possibility that the company that had more money than God could go bankrupt. It took staring down the barrel at that dim prospect, not necessarily the harm inflicted on smokers, for the tobacco companies to ultimately admit defeat.

			In April 1995, the PM board of directors took the corporate jet to Sea Island, Georgia, for their annual board retreat at the secluded, luxurious Mediterranean-style Cloister Hotel. The meeting started off not all that different than previous years, with a discussion about the company’s five-year plan that touched on everything from tobacco excise taxes, to capital expenditures, to European confectionaries and cheese.

			Even the ultimately pragmatic Parrish, in that moment, was still fighting. In his prepared remarks to the board, he said the company needed to be cautious of Kessler’s ambitions. “The political and economic cost of a new national experiment in Prohibition would be far too great,” he said. But “I am pleased to report that this strategy of the antis is not working.” People were starting to see Kessler as a “bully” and a “thug,” he said, which would help them in their efforts to stave him off.

			But a group of outside directors had come to Sea Island with a much different tactic in mind. John Reed had been a member of the Philip Morris board since 1975. A former chairman of the New York Stock Exchange and chairman and chief executive officer of Citigroup, he was one of the longest-serving members of the board and was immensely well respected inside the company. He was backed by two other outside directors, Robert E. R. Huntley, a prominent Virginia lawyer, and Harold Brown, former secretary of defense under Jimmy Carter and a director at Cummins, a company facing health scrutiny over its own product, the diesel engine.

			
			“We’re about to lose permission from society to exist,” Reed told the board. Board notes capture the essence of his thinking. “This is a watershed meeting. We end the past, go forward….We need to reposition the company. We care more than anyone else about the facts. If we refute it, the impression is that we would lie, we would suppress the truth. We need to change this. The industry is seen as a denier of truth. We should reposition ourselves to be the seeker of truth. We are not credible and not seen on the right side of this issue.”

			Another board member, John Nichols, who was chairman of the manufacturing conglomerate Illinois Tool Works, agreed with Reed and put his own, succinct point on it. He said that the company needed to do more to not only be seen as “building perceptions of our goodwill” but also “searching for the facts.”

			The thing the company needed to do, he implored: “Get on the side of the angels.”

			

			—

			STEVE PARRISH WAS GOING to Puerto Rico to tell four hundred corporate affairs employees that they were now on the side of the angels. He was not yet sure how the news would land.

			More than four years had passed since John Reed implored Parrish and Bible and others at Philip Morris to change their tune and to face reality. During that time, despite internally acknowledging that the walls were closing in, Parrish had continued to publicly dig in his heels, staging aggressive denials about the company’s conduct as he came under increasing attack by journalists, lawmakers, and more. But eventually, as the FDA’s Kessler gained traction in his efforts to regulate tobacco, as then President Bill Clinton sided against Big Tobacco, as the state settlements gathered steam, he easily shed his fighting skin and slipped into a new one as Parrish the Peacemaker.

			
			He arrived in Puerto Rico bearing a revolutionary message: The world was different now, and as a new millennium was dawning, so was deep-rooted cultural change at Philip Morris. Uncomfortable changes would need to happen inside the organization. That’s why the theme of the San Juan event was PM21, a recently unveiled initiative that Parrish helped create that stood for Philip Morris in the Twenty-first Century. Parrish introduced skeptical employees to buzzwords like “societal alignment” and “constructive engagement” and “truth”—concepts that for years were essentially oxymorons inside Philip Morris.

			When the PM employees got off their planes in San Juan that November 1999, they made their way to drivers wearing bright blue polo shirts and holding up signs that said CAWC, for Corporate Affairs Worldwide Conference. They were escorted to rickety vans and packed in like sardines—an annoyance to those who caught a glimpse of some of the top executives, like Parrish, getting whisked off instead in limousines.

			However irked they were, that all dissipated when they pulled up to their destination: the Westin Rio Mar, a ritzy golf and casino resort nestled between the El Yunque National Forest and Playa Fortuna, a secluded stretch of white sand lined with palm trees strung with hammocks. Iguanas lounged by swimming pools lined with bougainvillea. At night the song of coqui frogs filled the air. Philip Morris rarely spared a cent on events like these, so as was customary, when they entered their rooms they each had gifts waiting for them: a Marlboro T-shirt, a jacket with an embroidered Philip Morris crest, and, if they were a smoker, a carton of cigarettes of a Philip Morris brand that they had chosen ahead of time on the “Cigarette Request Form.” They all had a pad of paper on their nightstand that read “Good Luck at the Casino.”

			That night, as Parrish stood at his hotel room window and gazed out over the tempestuous ocean, he could see the palm trees bending in the wind as torrential rains raged. He knew what was coming. This did not bode well for the event, which was planned with several outdoor activities in mind, including evening cocktails on the terrace, salsa dancing under the stars, and intermittent beach lounging, golfing, and shopping for trinkets in Old San Juan. And it was looking more likely by the hour that some of the keynote speakers, including CEO Bible, might not be able to even make it to the island to deliver their remarks.

			
			By the next morning, the storm had turned into a full-blown hurricane with winds clocking in at more than eighty miles per hour. Now called Hurricane Lenny, it had passed south of Jamaica, and the National Hurricane Center in Miami was predicting that it could slam right into Puerto Rico in a matter of hours. “There appears to be an eye forming,” a weather forecaster said. To say that the news was a distraction would be an understatement. People were glued to the Weather Channel and some couldn’t help but wonder what had possessed the company to hold a global conference in the Caribbean in the middle of hurricane season.

			But there was no time to waste. It was almost exactly a year since November 16, 1998, when state attorneys general from forty-six states and the major cigarette manufacturers signed an accord that drew to an apparent end the multiyear legal battle that laid bare a generation’s worth of scorched earth tactics waged by the tobacco industry to conceal the dangers of its products. The so-called Master Settlement Agreement required tobacco companies to pay billions of dollars annually in perpetuity—an estimated $206 billion by the year 2025—to reimburse the states for costs related to smoking, in exchange for being released from any future smoking-and-health claims brought by those states. The agreement also nailed the companies for their marketing practices toward children, which had resulted in an alarming spike in youth cigarette smoking in the 1990s, peaking at nearly 40 percent of high school students in 1997.

			Over the next three days, CEOs of the various Philip Morris operating companies, including Kraft and Miller and the international division of Philip Morris, were going to be talking about how their businesses planned to survive in this new world.

			Employees streamed into a ballroom where they were welcomed by a video featuring key historical figures that had overcome adversity and prevailed—all themes that Parrish was eager to drive home. They were shown photos of Winston Churchill flashing the victory sign, Pablo Picasso in his painting studio, Gandhi with a look of determination on his face, Pelé driving the soccer ball into the net, Mother Teresa. Then the video shifted to a track star jumping over hurdles and Michael Jordan slamming a dunk. “What does it take,” the narrator boomed, “to make a difference?”

			
			Parrish made his way to the lectern to deliver opening remarks to the group. His graying hair and thick eyebrows framed his face. He was welcomed as a prominent member of a secret society. Philip Morris’s high priest.

			“The opening video you just saw sets the theme for this morning, and for our entire three days together,” he said. “Making a difference. Changing the world. Being the best you can be. Achieving the goals you have set.”

			For an outsider, the aspirational theme of the conference might have seemed laughably over the top. Being the best you can be? This was a company that had just spent the past four decades slinging mud and obfuscating science and disparaging dissenters. Now they were equating themselves with Mother Teresa.

			But for Parrish, that was the whole point. Radical reinvention was needed if the company had any hope of a future. “We have learned a number of lessons from the tobacco wars that many of you have heard me speak about before,” he told the crowd. “First, we learned that we must not simply reject or ignore criticisms. We have to see criticisms as opportunities to engage in discussion. Facts are not always the issue, particularly in a media environment. Even the wildest accusations can gain attention and credibility if you don’t respond to them. We cannot just sit by when issues are raised; we have to engage in the discussion and debate.” If a time-traveling tobacco executive from forty years earlier had dropped in on Parrish’s speech, he might have believed he was in an alternate universe.

			“If we are silent,” Parrish continued, “we will be seen as uncaring, unconcerned, or, worst of all, guilty.” Guilty had been the problem for Philip Morris. Too many guilty verdicts in the courtroom. Too many guilty smokers weaning off a habit so disastrous to their health. And Parrish knew that there was a contingent of employees—those who liked the good old days just the way they were—who thought the new way forward was a result of guilty executives caving under pressure. And there was a sense of betrayal, even. When Parrish first announced a proposed settlement with the attorneys general before a final deal was done, he’d invited colleagues from across the business to speak honestly about the change. While he expected some criticisms, he was surprised when he was excoriated in a private meeting with Philip Morris USA cigarette executives who laid into him and accused him of having developed Stockholm syndrome. One person said to him: “Let’s not get carried away with this good-guy stuff.”

			
			So he was used to it, and his steel spine was even sturdier now. So in San Juan, even if some of the most hardened corporate affairs folks might have been startled by such a whiplash-inducing about-face, Parrish reassured them with ease that sentiments that the company they loved was somehow rolling over, or growing weak, couldn’t be further from the truth. The approach of “constructive engagement” and “societal alignment” and holding up the company’s end of the social contract was “not a rollover strategy,” Parrish assured any doubters. It was one of renewal and strategic repositioning so the brands could all live for another day. It was one of not viewing every critic as a “zealot and extremist.” It was coming to the table to listen to concerns. It was building trust.

			But by no means, Parrish reassured the ranks, did it mean full, unconditional surrender. “We all remember, ‘When you are right, and you fight, you win,’ ” said Parrish, alluding to Bible’s famous remarks. “It is still true. But it always starts with being right in the first place. Which means that we must pick our fights carefully.”

			

			—

			BY TUESDAY THE OUTER reach of Hurricane Lenny began battering Puerto Rico with torrential rain. The inside of the Rio Mar was turning into a real-life scene from Humphrey Bogart’s Key Largo. Hotel staff furiously prepared for the arrival of the storm and everybody hunkered inside. Anxiety levels were rising as people wondered whether Philip Morris, to err on the side of caution, should simply cancel the entire conference and send everybody home. “Like everyone, I am sure, I felt trapped in that hotel,” described one person who attended. But it was too late. The storm was upon them.

			
			Planned outdoor events were brought inside. Recreational events were canceled. No deep-sea fishing. No shopping in Old San Juan. No eighteen holes of golf, like the schedule had promised. Instead they were stuck inside a poorly ventilated ballroom that was filling up with smoke. Despite a nonsmoking section in the back, many Philip Morris employees, perhaps unsurprisingly, smoked inside ad libitum.

			Inside that ballroom, the employees needed to learn not only to hear but to truly internalize Parrish’s new philosophy and figure out how to integrate it into their operating businesses. Getting employee buy-in was crucial. So they camped out for hours at a time and acquired the new “tools” to interact with society. They participated in small brainstorming sessions called Creative Cafes, where discussions took place around small round tables covered in red-and-white checkered tablecloths that were set up throughout the ballroom. They talked about the new responsibility that came along with working for a tobacco company in the twenty-first century, including the importance of being not antagonists but bridge-builders. They analyzed how employees should know when to “fight” (when “fighting would be consistent with company policies [or when] we clearly have the better factual/legal argument”) and when to compromise (“when there is long-term advantage in compromise”).

			They learned how Philip Morris USA had recently launched a $100 million program designed to prevent youth smoking, and how the company was expanding advertising about its initiatives on television and distributing its new message to rotary clubs and PTAs. Employees were trained to share the good-news “story” of Philip Morris with family and friends; that it was a proud company that made not just cigarettes but family-friendly brands like breakfast cereal and baloney, chocolate and coffee. They were instructed to listen to critics and, instead of being defensive, to respond in a nonconfrontational manner rooted in the idea of constructive engagement.

			
			There was some level of irony to the fact that the employees were literally barricaded inside as Parrish exhorted his employees to do away with the bunker mentality. “We have learned that it’s a mistake to climb into a bunker when under attack,” he said. “Nothing to me is more exciting than the fact that we are starting to open up after far too many years in the bunker.” The old “fortress Philip Morris,” as Parrish once described his company, was history.

			Geoffrey Bible ultimately had to cancel his trip to Puerto Rico because of the severe weather. Instead, he gave a speech over video. “Someday,” he said, “we will look back at this conference and say, ‘That’s when we finally got it right.’ ”

			By Wednesday morning, the storm was due to finally make landfall on Puerto Rico. Already, several homes had been destroyed on the island, and nearly 150,000 Puerto Ricans were left without water or electricity. But at the last minute, Hurricane Lenny took a sudden turn eastward, turning its 150-mile-per-hour winds instead on St. Croix.

			By evening, it was clear that Puerto Rico had been spared the worst. As Parrish gave his closing remarks at a cocktail party inside the Rio Mar, employees toasted with glasses of champagne and joked about having survived the “wettest” corporate affairs conference in the company’s history. He wove in serious notes with the levity, warning employees, “We can never fall out of step with society anywhere, anytime.”

			As the winds in San Juan retreated and the sun glinted over the ocean, Parrish also left his people with a message of hope. After all, everyone was relieved that the ordeal was over. Both ordeals: the hurricane and the Tobacco Wars.

			“I knew,” Parrish said, “that no hurricane would stop us.”
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			THE QUEST

			
				
					Youth comes but once in a lifetime.

				

				—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW

			

			Long before the dream of a perfect e-cigarette was a gleam in the eye of Howard A. Willard III—and before, as Altria’s CEO, he would make a $12.8 billion investment in an e-cigarette start-up that addicted millions of American children to nicotine—the lifelong tobacco executive held one of the most paradoxical jobs a tobacco executive could have: He was head of Philip Morris’s Youth Smoking Prevention program. On its face the job was a study in cognitive dissonance. Willard was supposed to help convince the very same people that Philip Morris once viewed as future customers that, in fact, buying his company’s product was a bad idea.

			It was a testament to the awkward position in which the tobacco industry found itself, in the early 2000s, that the company was running a program to discourage youth smoking. And yet the program was a crucial down payment on the price of staying in business. De-normalizing smoking, particularly among youth, was the driving heart of the Master Settlement Agreement, which not only banned tobacco companies from sticking their products in movies and on billboards but forbade them from advertising cigarettes to children in any way. No more Joe Camel backpacks, or Marlboro Man T-shirts. By foreclosing tobacco companies’ ability to deploy its bottomless ad budgets, slick marketing, and iconic imagery to reach adolescents, the core demographic once referred to by tobacco executives as “replacement customers,” the legal settlement ushered in a new era for the tobacco industry that proved to be nothing less than tectonic.

			
			Philip Morris didn’t start the youth prevention program out of pure altruism. The tobacco settlement required the signatory companies to “promulgate or reaffirm” a set of “corporate culture commitments” related to youth smoking, and also to “designate” an executive devoted to reducing the consumption of youth tobacco use. Moreover, the company’s Youth Smoking Prevention program was a good look in a moment when the company’s legal issues were far from fully resolved. In the spring of 2000, as a jury in a Florida class-action lawsuit weighed whether to award plaintiffs billions of dollars in damages, the then Philip Morris USA chief executive, Michael Szymanczyk, took the witness stand and testified about the company’s new youth prevention efforts in a bid to persuade the jury to go easy on his company. It was critical for Philip Morris to demonstrate to regulators and courts and lawmakers that it was committed to being in “alignment” with society writ large, and willing to sacrifice the pipeline of future smokers for the greater good, not an easy feat for a company that sold Marlboro, the most popular brand among high schoolers.

			Serving as the company’s face in this effort was a job that required a particular kind of company man—equal parts aggression and ambition, with an iron-fisted devotion to his maligned employer. Howard Willard was that kind of company man.

			The son of a restorer of historic homes and grandson of an antiques salesman, Willard was raised in the quaint town of Wethersfield, Connecticut, an old Puritan settlement and seaport for local farmers and merchants who sent their flaxseed and red onions to the West Indies. With a tousled head of curls and studious glasses, Willard fit in among the clubby circles of the Northeast. He graduated from Colgate University, the preppy liberal arts school nestled in the rolling hills of upstate New York’s dairy country, where he studied computer science and economics. He received an MBA from the University of Chicago, one of the top business schools in the country.

			
			Willard learned early on what it took to be a Master of the Universe. In 1985 he got a job as an analyst working mergers and acquisitions at Salomon Brothers, the storied, now-defunct Wall Street investment bank that fell from grace during a bond-trading scandal and became the basis of Tom Wolfe’s novel Bonfire of the Vanities and Michael Lewis’s insider account in Liar’s Poker. He then moved to Bain & Company, the consulting firm, where in 1991 one of the accounts given to him was Philip Morris USA. Willard was impressed with the talent of the management at the cigarette company. The following year, in November 1992, when Philip Morris’s CFO, Harry Steele, offered him a job, he took it.

			With his gangly six-foot-six frame and goofy smile, Willard stood out at Philip Morris. One former executive described the younger Willard as a spitting image of the actor Judge Reinhold from when he starred in Fast Times at Ridgemont High. Even though he had an affable salesman’s personality, he wasn’t a natural extrovert. His loud guffaws and jokes sometimes seemed strained, almost deliberately designed to fit into the backslapping, good-old-boy culture at the rough-and-tumble cigarette company. Another colleague described him as a little like Eddie Haskell from Leave It to Beaver. “That’s the vibe that pops into my head. Like, ‘You look lovely today, Mrs. Cleaver,’ ” remembered the former executive, adopting the television character’s ingratiating voice. “He was always nice. And well liked. But I would not say dynamic in any way. And not assertive. He would speak when spoken to.”

			It was perhaps Willard’s willingness to please, combined with his technical acumen, that allowed him to thrive among the ranks of Philip Morris’s rigid, hierarchical culture that prized people who fell in line and respected authority. In April 1995, an internal career planning document extolled Willard’s accomplishments, noting that he “demonstrated comprehensive strategic planning skills” and “leads by personal demonstration.”

			
			In his Midwest VP sales position, Willard emerged as a loyal company soldier, personally writing letters to clients urging them to donate to the company’s political action committee and to contact their lawmakers to express displeasure with pieces of legislation that might be detrimental to the cigarette business. “Once the FDA gets its foot in the door,” Willard wrote in one letter, “there is little doubt it will quickly move in the direction of banning tobacco products.” That public-policy role served as a natural segue into a job as vice president of information services, before he was eventually put in charge of the company’s new e-commerce division.

			Working at a tobacco company has never been for the faint of heart, and it’s long had a way of toughening people up. Michael Szymanczyk, chief executive of Philip Morris USA through the turn of the century, once recalled when anti-tobacco activists showed up at his home in Connecticut just before Christmas and hung a wreath laced with cigarette butts on his front door while singing crude Christmas carols. Even though his wife’s feelings were hurt, he was unmoved: “I can’t be distracted by people like that,” he said.

			

			—

			WILLARD ULTIMATELY NEVER GOT distracted, and as a result of finding his rhythm early on at Philip Morris he powered through promotions faster than others. Ultimately he was named a member of the Philip Morris senior leadership team, and, starting in September 2000, he began reporting directly to Szymanczyk. That meant Willard was learning from the best. Szymanczyk was a well loved, preternaturally gifted executive whose towering physique at six feet eight inches was only outmatched by his booming voice, which seemed to overpower anybody in his orbit. Szymanczyk had a successful career at Procter & Gamble before going to Kraft and ultimately landing at Philip Morris as a seasoned executive in 1990. He was named CEO of the domestic cigarette company in 1997 just as the Tobacco Wars were getting under way. Like his boss Geoffrey Bible, Szymanczyk had the fight of a bull elk in him and was imbued with more than a fair share of confidence. He was always the first to speak up in a meeting, leading some people to call it for what it was: arrogance. But his business acumen largely forgave any conceit.

			
			Szymanczyk took Willard under his wing. The up-and-coming executive so revered his mentor that people at the company jokingly took to calling him “Little Mike.” But Willard, who retained the Judge Reinhold aura, never quite matched his boss’s je ne sais quoi. While Willard also was a member of the tall club, he was still at least a couple of inches shorter than Szymanczyk. And while Willard also was always the first to speak in a meeting, he often came across as a brash know-it-all rather than an enlightened manager. But he had promise, and ambition; that much was evident early on.

			Willard’s rise coincided with Philip Morris’s compulsory reawakening that Parrish had engineered and Szymanczyk drove home. In October 1999 the company launched its first website, which as vice president of information services Willard had helped oversee. On it, Philip Morris for the first time publicly acknowledged that cigarettes not only caused lung cancer but were also addictive, stunning public-health advocates who’d been screaming that exact truth into the void for years. “Integrity, trust, passion, creativity, quality and sharing,” the website said. “They’re the values that guide us as a business and as individuals.”

			The PM21 project that Parrish was unfolding in Puerto Rico was just the tip of the iceberg in the company’s plan to reorient its culture. Like other executives at the time, Willard participated in mandatory Master Settlement Agreement “training sessions” and town halls at various venues across the country. Back then the headquarters of Philip Morris was still based in midtown Manhattan at the 120 Park Avenue building, where conference rooms kept wooden boxes filled with cigarettes, and ashtrays hung in elevator banks and above urinals. The company brought in the top thought leaders of the era to help impart to employees the new normal. Employees were asked to read books like Faces of the Enemy, by Sam Keen, in order to better understand why the company had been so villainized. Themes like “healing and reconciliation” and lessons from “truth commissions” were topics at Corporate Social Responsibility meetings hosted by Harvard Law negotiation experts, where questions like “What is ‘Big Tobacco’?” and “What would take away the anger?” were discussed. One hand-scribbled note from such a meeting mentioned, “People outside of PM really do think we are individually bad. (I’m not Medusa!).”

			
			At one event, Philip Morris hired a consulting company for more than $200,000 to write a script and stage a play about Ernest Shackleton, the famous twentieth-century British explorer who became stranded with his crew on the Endurance during an expedition to Antarctica. The play, whose production included four actors, a scriptwriter, an executive producer, and a theatrical director, depicted the harrowing journey that ended with the devastating sinking of the ship and Shackleton’s crew being stranded on a drifting iceberg for months before finally being rescued by a Chilean Navy boat with the entire crew, miraculously, alive. Afterward, facilitators from the consulting company led employees through discussions about lessons learned from the heroic event and what metaphors could be drawn. It was lost on none of those employees what the metaphor was. Philip Morris had crashed and was now fighting for its life.

			Though the tobacco settlement was behind the company, Philip Morris was still getting flagellated. In 1999, the U.S. Department of Justice sued the company under the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, the law more often used to prosecute the Mafia. After all the dirt that had come out during the FDA’s investigation, the probes by the attorneys general, and the hundreds of class-action lawsuits, federal prosecutors ended up bringing their own case against several tobacco companies, alleging that they had engaged in a decades-long conspiracy to mislead the public about its products. Ultimately, the federal judge ruled against the companies, and in a nearly seventeen-hundred-page opinion, excoriated Big Tobacco for its conduct.

			“Defendants have marketed and sold their lethal products with zeal, with deception, with a single-minded focus on their financial success, and without regard for the human tragedy or social costs that success exacted,” it read. “Over the course of more than 50 years, Defendants lied, misrepresented and deceived the American public, including smokers and the young people they avidly sought as ‘replacement’ smokers about the devastating health effects of smoking.”

			
			Amid the DOJ’s multiyear case, Philip Morris decided it needed to make a clean break with its increasingly controversial tobacco past. It set about choosing a new name for the parent company. While Philip Morris USA would still be the name of the tobacco operating company, executives were eager to change the narrative.

			“Our goal is to be seen—as much as possible—as a normal corporation, one with legal, regulatory and public opinion challenges to be sure, but with challenges that are manageable and do not threaten the legitimacy or the survival of the company,” Parrish told the Philip Morris board of directors in August 2001. The company anticipated critics but wanted to roll out the new name in a way that prevented others from characterizing the name change as “Big Tobacco putting on a new dress,” according to an external communications plan.

			They hired a branding firm that had worked with FedEx and Lucent Technologies. The firm did hundreds of hours of research and surveys and ultimately came up with a thousand potential new names for Philip Morris. From those they narrowed it down to one hundred. And then ten. Among the runners-up for Philip Morris’s new name: Marcade and Consumarc. Ultimately, in November 2001 the company announced that it would ask shareholders at the next annual meeting, in April 2002, to approve the proposed new name: Altria. The name was derived from the Latin word for high, “altus.” Then the company added “ria” “to balance the word” with “a softer suffix” to create a “phonetic balance,” according to an internal email discussing the name change. The new name went off largely without a hitch, and before long employees began referring to each other as Altrians.

			About a year later, the tobacco arm of Altria, Philip Morris USA, announced that it was relocating its headquarters from New York City to Richmond, Virginia. The company desperately needed to cut costs, and the move outside the city would save the company $60 million a year. Even though the parent company, Altria, would remain in New York for the time being, the move marked a retreat from the marketing lairs on Madison Avenue to a prototypical tobacco town steeped in the folksier traditions of the crop.

			
			Despite the new name, controversy kept coming. And in all of it, there was one constant: youth smoking. The issue had emerged in the latter half of the 1990s as one of the most contentious and nettlesome issues facing the company. It turned out that aligning with society started with fixing the youth tobacco epidemic. Even though hiding the truth about smoking was seen as a moral transgression, it was the intentional marketing toward kids that was seen as nothing less than sinful. Adults had the ability to come to a rational decision whether they wanted to take up a deadly habit, but kids often had neither the sense nor the facts to do the same. If Philip Morris expected to come clean with society, it had to start there. In early 2002, when Willard was put in charge of the Youth Smoking Prevention program, he was thrust right into the middle of that not indelicate assignment.

			
				This taboo is for you

				Playing with fire

				Forbidden fruit

				U.B.U

				Badge of Honor

				It hurts so good

				Dare to be me

				The rite to be me

			

			The lines weren’t a poorly written poem but rather the handwritten notes taken by a Philip Morris executive named Carolyn Levy in 1991 as part of the company’s inquiry into the psychology of children. Snagging ever younger customers had long been an intense focus for the tobacco industry, largely because that demographic was seen, simply, as their future customers. As smokers quit or died, it became critical for cigarette companies to find and cultivate the newest, and youngest, customers. Tobacco companies had long known, based on research they conducted, that the earlier a company hooked a smoker on their brand, the longer they’d keep them as customers. Terms like “brand loyalty” essentially translated into “How can we addict customers on our product and not theirs?” Over more than half a century that race for younger and younger customers became its own long and surprisingly crass (even for tobacco companies) battle royal.

			
			In the 1940s Philip Morris paid college students to hand out free cigarettes to friends, and in the 1960s the company ran newspaper ads touting Marlboro as a “campus favorite in all 50 states” and “a top seller at colleges from U.S.C. to Yale.” By the 1970s, Philip Morris executives were nervous that Marlboro was losing cachet among teens, and the company began targeting kids as young as twelve years old. In 1974 the company proposed conducting a long-term study of a cohort of third graders in Richmond public schools that displayed “hyperactive” behavior to test a hypothesis that such children would grow into smokers. Rival R. J. Reynolds referred to its young customers as its “replacement smokers.”

			In 1981, an internal Philip Morris report titled Young Smokers cautioned how important it was to understand that demographic. “Today’s teenager is tomorrow’s potential regular customer,” said the report. “At least a part of the success of Marlboro Red during its most rapid growth period was because it became the brand of choice among teenagers.”

			Later that decade, in 1988, Philip Morris’s director of consumer research, David Dangoor, asked Carolyn Levy, the youth research expert, to undertake a more formal study of this key demographic. “Can we gain a better understanding of young smokers?” the director asked. The question touched off a yearslong, cross-departmental project to “determine the American archetype of smoking.” The project, which was conducted with the help of Clotaire Rapaille, a renowned branding consultant and “cultural shrink” steeped in Freud and Jung, was designed to unearth the “personality traits, beliefs, values, lifestyles” and overall motivations of young smokers to better ensure that they flocked to Marlboro as their “starter” brand instead of Philip Morris’s rivals.

			
			By 1994, CEO Geoffrey Bible boasted to analysts at a conference in Scottsdale, Arizona, that Marlboro was competing so well against its competitors that it “remains the brand of choice among young adults” with the median age of its smokers trending “younger than its closest competitor.” Even then, it was clear to company officials that it wasn’t a great idea to boast about such things. In handwritten notes in the margins somebody scribbled “You may wish to take this out” next to an exclamation point and two question marks.

			The following year, the FDA’s David Kessler gave a speech at Columbia University School of Law in which he characterized the tobacco problem as a “pediatric disease.” “The tobacco industry has argued that the decision to smoke and continue to smoke is a free choice made by an adult,” Kessler said. “But ask a smoker when he or she began to smoke. Chances are you will hear the tale of a child.” Throughout the 1990s, as adult smoking declined, the number of underage smokers was on the rise, not least because of the $5 billion a year the tobacco industry spent on advertising to them—the second-most heavily advertised commodity after automobiles at the time. Between 1991 and 1997 the number of high school students who reported smoking grew by an alarming 32 percent. Public-health officials panicked, and as Kessler hurried to bring the industry under his agency’s jurisdiction, he zeroed in on that fact as a way to turn the public’s tide against tobacco.

			“If we could affect the smoking habits of just one generation, we could radically reduce the incidence of smoking-related death and disease,” Kessler said in the speech. “And a second unaddicted generation could see nicotine addiction go the way of smallpox and polio.”

			A year later, in August 1996, President Bill Clinton announced that he was authorizing the FDA to regulate nicotine in cigarettes and smokeless tobacco as an addictive drug, delivering a sweeping victory to Kessler and anti-tobacco opponents who’d fought for years to gain the wide regulatory latitude over the tobacco industry. “This epidemic is no accident,” Clinton said, in a speech in the Rose Garden to a group of teenagers wearing red T-shirts emblazoned with the phrase TOBACCO-FREE KIDS. “Children are bombarded daily by massive marketing campaigns that play on their vulnerabilities, their insecurities, their longings to be something in the world.” He promised that “with this historic action…the Marlboro Man will be out of our children’s reach forever.”

			
			That victory was short-lived. Despite Philip Morris’s public change of heart, the company and three other cigarette manufacturers waged legal warfare against Clinton and the FDA. The case made it all the way up to the U.S. Supreme Court, which in March 2000 struck down the federal authority, holding that Congress had never delegated authority to the FDA to regulate tobacco products.

			Meanwhile, Philip Morris launched its new youth smoking prevention department, which was designed to demonstrate its stated commitments to youth smoking reduction. As they looked for somebody to head it, they settled on Levy, putting the former youth marketing expert in charge of making sure the company didn’t market to youth.

			Almost immediately, the YSP thrust Philip Morris deeper into controversy rather than lift it out. It was armed with a massive annual $100 million budget to spend. Part of the funds went to create a massive psychometric study designed to discover more information about tween and teen smokers’ attitudes and behaviors. Using a telephone survey firm, the company reached tens of thousands of adolescents in their homes and asked a series of questions—what they do with their personal time after school, their personality characteristics, the quality of their relationship with their parents, their smoking habits. The results were ostensibly designed to better inform the company so it could tailor its youth smoking prevention programs, yet the survey had the tinge not of a sincere study in anti-smoking but of bare market research.

			Nobody asked Philip Morris to do it, but the company thought it would be a good idea to blast its new youth prevention message to the widest possible audience. One of the company’s first major ads aired as part of the “Think. Don’t Smoke” campaign was unveiled during the Super Bowl in January 2000, just before halftime. The ad was aimed at kids ages ten to fourteen and was designed “to communicate to children that they do not need to smoke to be ‘cool’ or to redefine themselves,” said Levy in a press release. “There will be an estimated 6.2 million children in the target age group watching the Super Bowl, more than double the number who watch other popular teen shows such as ‘Dawson’s Creek,’ ‘Sabrina, The Teenage Witch,’ and ‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer.’ ”

			
			But Philip Morris wasn’t alone in running anti-smoking ads. One of the requirements of the Master Settlement had been for the tobacco industry to provide funding for an independent foundation to create awareness campaigns targeted at kids to educate them about the dangers of smoking. That resulted in the creation of a group called the American Legacy Foundation, which rolled out a series of controversial “truth” ad campaigns. During the 2000 Summer Olympics, the foundation aired a parody Marlboro Man ad that showed galloping horses on a range carrying body bags with the Marlboro logo. The tagline was “What if tobacco ads told the truth?” Another ad showed three kids bungee jumping. When the third kid took his turn, he exploded midair. The tagline was “Only one product actually kills a third of the people who use it. Tobacco.”

			Not surprisingly, the people behind the two dueling ad campaigns—those by Philip Morris and the others by the independent Legacy Foundation—ended up clashing. When Philip Morris distributed millions of free textbook jackets to schools across the United States, immediately the Legacy Foundation pounced. One of the images on the jackets displayed a brightly colored snowboarder jumping into a cloud of snow beneath the words “Don’t Wipe Out.” Legacy and other critics alleged that the covers were a shameless violation of the Master Settlement Agreement’s ban on youth advertising since they were printed with the company’s name. They also pointed out that the snowboard looked suspiciously like a cigarette, and the snow like smoke. An uproar ensued, with students, parents, principals, and school districts complaining that Philip Morris was using subliminal messaging to deceptively market to kids. “This is a marketing ploy by Philip Morris, plain and simple,” John Garrison, the CEO of the American Lung Association told Katie Couric and Matt Lauer on the Today show about the book covers.

			
			In damage control mode, Levy wrote letters to school principals across the country. “I can assure you that our intention with that book cover and with all of our efforts is to help reduce youth smoking,” she said in one of the letters.

			But critics at the American Legacy Foundation were furious. They not only felt that the Philip Morris youth smoking prevention program wasn’t working, they were gathering evidence that they believed showed the company was using the prevention program to secretly continue advertising to youth.

			In October 2001, the National Association of Attorneys General convened its first triennial conference as required by the Master Settlement Agreement, which stipulated that a “major conference” needed to be held every three years with the state attorneys general, the American Legacy Foundation, and the tobacco companies. The idea was that all the stakeholders would evaluate the success of the agreement and coordinate efforts to continue reducing youth smoking. That year, the event was held in Overland Park, Kansas, at a DoubleTree hotel. Several people gave presentations, including Levy and executives from other major tobacco companies. During lunchtime, a group of teens performed Tobacco: The Musical.

			Later, Lyndon Haviland, executive vice president of the American Legacy Foundation, appeared on a panel dedicated to youth smoking prevention programs. She discussed research the foundation had conducted, and would be soon publishing, that showed that Philip Morris’s youth prevention ads were actually attracting kids to smoking, the opposite of what the company promised. The “Think. Don’t Smoke” ads are “prolonging the period during which teens are at risk of smoking,” Haviland said, according to notes of the event. And they appeared to be “associated with openness to smoking in the future.”

			Haviland’s comments touched off a bomb at Philip Morris. The following week, Levy fired off a letter to Haviland. “I was disturbed by some of the results you reported,” she wrote. “I am eager to hold a follow-up meeting with you….In the meantime, please note that the two ads you tested are no longer running.”

			Four months later, Haviland sent some of the data that the Legacy Foundation used and said that she expected “that the data will be available on our website by mid-May,” which stood to put Philip Morris on blast in a highly uncomfortable way.

			
			About a week later, Haviland received a letter back. This time it wasn’t from Levy. It was from Howard Willard, the Marlboro salesman.

			

			—

			LEVY HAD JUST ANNOUNCED that after thirty years at Philip Morris she was leaving the company. Willard and Levy had gotten to know each other over the years in part because their offices for a time had been next to each other. When trying to find a new head for the YSP, Szymanczyk asked Levy whether she thought Willard might be a good fit for the job. “I thought it was a great idea,” she told him. “He was very smart and had a lot of energy and I thought he would be terrific….Howard is one of the up-and-coming younger senior vice presidents….He’s smart, high energy, he’s a good leader, he’s well regarded.”

			It was an unlikely career move for Willard but one that almost instantly raised his profile at the company, both internally and externally. In truth he was being thrust into a quagmire. In a March 2002 letter back to Haviland at the American Legacy Foundation he came out swinging at the notion that anything Philip Morris had done was enticing children.

			“We believe that the data you collected on our youth smoking advertising is seriously flawed,” Willard wrote. Three days later, Haviland retorted to Willard: “Since you have not been part of any prior discussions with Legacy, you may not be fully aware of what actually transpired in our December meeting,” she wrote. “I am confident that the data that we have collected, analyzed and shared is accurate.” More letters were exchanged between Willard and Haviland over the next few days, each one more heated than the last.

			A few months later, in June 2002, Legacy published its study in the American Journal of Public Health. “We found that exposure to ‘Think. Don’t Smoke’ engendered more favorable feelings toward the tobacco industry than we found among those not exposed” to the ads, the study found. The study made headlines across the country. Within three months, Philip Morris caved. Willard’s youth smoking prevention group pulled the company’s “Think. Don’t Smoke” ad campaign.

			
			The American Legacy Foundation considered it a coup. “We never asked them to get involved in making teen prevention ads,” said Cheryl Healton, dean of New York University’s School of Global Public Health and the founding director of the American Legacy Foundation. “It’s like asking the fox to watch the chicken coop.” Their campaign, she said, “was absolutely working to encourage kids to smoke. It was working so well it was almost impossible not to view it not designed for that purpose.”

			Even though the campaign got sidelined, Willard didn’t back down and doggedly defended his company’s position on the topic of youth smoking. For every perceived slight that was printed in a newspaper, Willard penned a retort. In March 2004, he wrote in a Letter to the Editor in the Orlando Sentinel that Philip Morris demanded that Florida stop running some of the “truth” ads because they had “several inaccuracies…regarding the companies’ business practices and their employees.” The next month, he wrote in to the Reader Letters section of the Alameda Times-Star, in response to the columnist The Movie Guy who made an offhand mention in a column about the Oscars that tobacco companies paid to have their brands displayed in movies. In July 2004 he wrote an editorial in Florida Today, responding to an earlier editorial titled “Big Tobacco’s Poison” that suggested companies like Philip Morris still market to kids using “slick ads.” “Since 1998, we have decreased our spending on cigarette advertising in newspapers and magazines,” he wrote. In 2005, Willard wrote a My View column in the Tallahassee Democrat titled, “Philip Morris Is Doing Its Part to Discourage Kids from Smoking.”

			Yet even as the youth smoking issue had become a third rail, a wave of newly enacted youth smoking prevention efforts in schools and communities across the country were starting to show signs of success. By 2007, the number of high school students who smoked had dropped to about 20 percent, almost half the rate from a decade earlier. Public-health officials and anti-smoking advocates were elated. Their efforts were working.

			
			Even though Philip Morris publicly celebrated the declining youth numbers, it was undeniably another ominous sign for the tobacco business. The writing was on the wall. Philip Morris was losing adult smokers. Philip Morris was losing teen smokers. It was looking like the United States might see its first generation of kids who largely went through high school without ever lighting up. While the company was able to hike prices to offset the financial impact of declining consumption, it was nonetheless faced with an inauspicious math equation. Philip Morris needed a plan. If only the company could once and for all come up with a product that didn’t kill people.
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			THE GOOD GUYS

			
				
					Silicon Valley….It’s a place where the future is dreamed up, prototyped, packaged, and ultimately sold.

				

				—ADAM FISHER, VALLEY OF GENIUS

			

			The Rational Future of Smoking. A slide flashed up on a projector screen in front of a chalkboard, as the lights were switched off and the classroom darkened. Those words were juxtaposed next to a picture of a guy sucking on what looked like a slender black straw. He sat in front of a universal NO SMOKING sign—a cigarette with a red circle and slash through it.

			“The name was Solace,” said James Monsees, the shaggy student presenter, standing in front of a podium with his MacBook open in front of him. “But it’s now Ploom, at least temporarily.”

			It was the end of the spring semester in 2005. Monsees and his co-presenter, Adam Bowen, were giving a thesis presentation to complete their graduate degrees in product design at Stanford University. The two had met in the one place that every product design student knew best, called the Loft. It was a big building squished between a machine workshop and a campus fire station, nestled in the heart of the idyllic, palm tree–lined campus.

			
			Product design students could be found in the Loft night and day, tinkering away in a rambling space of Rube Goldberg’s dreams, cluttered with spools of wire, disassembled electronics, woodworking benches stacked with raw wood, scraps of metal, and boxes that said FLAMMABLE. The space was a designer’s utopia where
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