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OCKLEY — As a child
in .the 1850s,- Rita
Thomas .was .party to
the -almost-daily ritual
Her father, an insulator
in Houston, wouyld come home from
work and hug her and her brother.
Then he would strip off his dirty
clothes, roll:them up and toss themn
next'to the washing machine.

The clothes; Rita Thomas Schmidt
would ‘recall. some 40 years later,
were coated‘in a white substance.
“He’ would shave it all over “him.
There was.no way you could get it all
off.h

The white substance Maurice
Thomas brought home day after day,
year after year, was asbestos. It was
in the insulatior: - he used to wrap

- pipes’ in-refineries, chemical plants

i and commercial,

-+ year Rita, his only
. thie same disease. In her last months

buildings. It was in
alr, on his lunch box, in. his
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ebruary 1977, - 56-; yezr -old
Maurice Thomas. died of ‘mesotheli-
oma, ‘an aggressive and incurable
cancerof the lung lining caused — as
far’,as" scie know — only by
ashestos exposui n June 22 of this
daughter, died of

the pajn was so.excruciafing that she
had to-take.morphine.
She had never worked around as-

+ bestos. Her father; an insulator from.

1943 to 1972, unwittingly had exposed
her to the microscopic.mineral fi-
bers that took her life-at:47. She lefl
behind ..three teen-age children, a
husband, a motfier -and. ‘her still-
healthy brother; Edwin, who worked
as.an insulator*from. 1959 to 1968
““It's - definitely- not - my dadd;
~ fault;” Rita Schmidt said last March,
three months before her death. “He
wouldn't have hurt us for anything.”

.HE - mésothelioma that
savaged Rita Schmidt was

'the product.of. what some
_researchers cail-a “take

home" expostre. This phe-
nomenon is not limited:to asbestos.
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Colvents et thred ttimes more when She #a
likely to have anencephalic children
than fathers.with other ocrupations,
“That is a statistically significant
elevation,” Brender said. “There will
be some follow-up work in the near
future. I think iU an afea that really
needs to be investigated “further,
although there are some scientists
who dismiss it.”
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Chlldren of bmldmg -trades work-
ers -may 'be; in. additional - danger,
Whelan said, because such workers
typically ‘do not have showers :and
changing facilities at thelr job sites.
And’dust may not be the only take.
home- hazard. Some- recent. studies
suggest that offspring of certain
blue-collar workers — natably paipt-
ers — may be at increased risk'of
belng born ‘with capcer or birth
defects. i

Jean’ Brender, an epxdemmlugxst
with ‘the Texas Department of
Health, was involved in a three-year
sfudy ‘of “babies, born with anence-
phaly,~a ‘fatal skuil ‘malformation
¢haracterized -by little. or no brain.

Rita Thomas left home at 19 and at
- 25-married Don Schmidt. a Houston
police officer, She worked as a sub-
stitute teacher but gave most of her
time to her sons and daughter. Her
weeks were filled with Little
League, Boy Scouts and other activi-
ties. Her energy level was high
In her early 40s Rita Schmidt
began to tiré easily. Then, in March
1992, the coughing spells started. At
first doctors thought she had tuber-
culosis, then pneumonia. She under-
went surgery for a partially col-
lapsed lung and was sent home
The fatigue and coughing contin-
ued. however. and in November 1992
she was told she had mesothelioma,
the disease she had seen consume
her father
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cleft palate and Wilms' tumor —
Kidney: cancer that moslly affecisf
young children.

Olshan alsonoted that the wives o

R. Andrew Olshan, an as-
sistant professor of epi-
demmlog]{J at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina
School of Public Health,
cautioned that there is no smoking
gun — no straight line between
fathers’ occupational exposures and
what he calls "developmental toxic-

tolls of asbestos pipe: covermg In lhe
cloth was

{“Fverybody -and;"his brother

“It was kind of like hitting a brick
wall,” Rita Schmidt said. “You get to
thinking that everything's going
along real well. You've got plans
you're looking forward to, and all of
a sudden you realize it's all going to
be taken away."

1 felt totally defeated.” her hus.
band said. “I knew that her daddy
had died from it, but I just could not
understand this. She had neves
worked with asbestos. I asked her
about it and she said. 'l don’t know,
Don, I guess I got it at home” ™ * .

In time, the dread turned to anger
Don Schmidt did some research and
discovered that the manufacturers,
of asbestos products, the govern-

ment and the petrochemical indus- "

try knew about the dangers of asbes-
tos insulation long before workers
like Maurice Thomas were warned
about il

HE Schmidts sued 15 insu:.

lation manufacturers, as

well as the owners of six

plants in which Maurice

Thomas had worked on a
contract basis. Thirteen of the manu-
facturers and five of the plants,
settied before or during the trial that
began in Beaumont fast April

On May 2, a state court jury found
that the two remaining manufactur-
ers — Owens Illinois and Oweas-
Corning, both based in Toledo, Ohio
— were liable for Rita' Schmidt’s,
illness and awarded the family $4.1
million in damages. IL did not penal-
ize Monsanto. the only remaining
plant defendant, reasot.ing that Mau-
rice Thomas had worked in too many
places to pinpoint the source of his -
and his daughter’s — exposure.

The Schmidts' attorney, Herschel
Hobson of Beaumont, thought the
verdict fair. When it began distribut-
ing its Kaylo insulation in the carly
1830s, Owens lilinois had scientific:
evidence showing that the product
was dangerous but “kept the cards
close to its chest,” Hobson said.

Owens [linois owned half the
stock of Owens-Corning at the time,
Hobson said, and jumped at the
chance to unload a dangerous prod
uct. Owens-Corning began selling*
Kaylo in 195¢ and took over the:
entire product line in'1958; *

wens-Corning spokesman Bill
Hamilton said the company would'
appeal the Schmidt verdict and.
would have no other comment. Offi-
clals with Owens Illinois did not’
respand 1o interview requesls.

The manufacturers' position at
trial was that they had no reason to
believe insulators were at.risk of:
contracting ashestos-related disease
from the 1940s into the 1960s. There-"
fore, they had no obiigation to warn
anyone.. : )
The’ jury in Beaumont, however,”
rejected -this argument and found
that ‘Kayle was defective and “un-
reasonably dangerous.”

It further found that the defen-
dants had fraudulently misrepre-
sented the product’s safety. A 1956
Qwens-Corning brochure on Kaylo,
for .example, described it as “non-
toxic” and popular among insulators.

On-a cool, sunny day last spring,
Rita Schmidt sat on the fronl porch
of the log house she and her husband
built in a grove of tall pine trees. She
must have been in great pain, but she
was stoic. The anly time she showed -
discomfort was when the subject of
the asbestos manufacturers came

up.

I just wonder what made it so
important for them to be so care-
less.” she said. " guess it was the.
money. I don't understand how they
can put money over people's lives

Left: Maurice Thomas, on the
job in this photo taken years
ago‘ died of mesothelioma in
1977 after a career of working
with asbestos. Above: Rita
Thomas in a baby picture, about
the time her deadly contact with
asbestos began
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