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The Cyanide Enigma 

Is death by ingestion of cyanide the best means of self-
deliverance? Is it as fast and as painless as it appears to be 
in the James Bond movies where the villain appears to die 
in twelve seconds? Is death by cyanide painful? Does it 
always work? Where can I get some? These questions 
come to me frequently from people planning for a quick 
and painless death. 

Some of the most famous suicides in modern history 
have been by cyanide. Hermann Goring escaped the 
gallows at the Nuremberg trials in 1945 by biting on a glass 
vial of cyanide within a brass bullet that had been smuggled 
into his cell. Wallace Carothers, the inventor of nylon, who 
had a doctorate in organic chemistry, committed suicide in 
a hotel room in Philadelphia in 1937 by drinking potassium 
cyanide in lemon juice. 

Perhaps the world’s most unrecognized genius, Alan 
Turing, who developed the theory behind the computer in 
the 1930s and was a key player in cracking the German 
Enigma secret military codes, took his life in 1954 while 
under personal stress. Like Snow White, he bit into a 
poisoned apple dipped in “witches’ brew.” But, unlike the 
fairy tale, Turing had dipped his fruit in a jar of potassium 
cyanide solution and there could be no awakening by a 
prince’s kiss… 
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How Do You Get the “Magic Pills”? 

The most difficult question, after deciding when is the right 
time to die, is where to get the drugs that will work quickly 
and painlessly. It is not as simple as some people think. For 
instance, one woman wrote this note to me: “I enclose two 
dollars. Please send one pill for me and one for my friend 
Mary.” 

Despite a physician-assisted suicide law operating in 
Oregon since 1998 and the majority of public opinion in 
favor of such services, many doctors are afraid to directly 
help people die. Their dread of being caught up in an 
expensive legal controversy, and the publicity circus that 
inevitably accompanies it, makes them shy away. Before 
going to prison in 1999, Dr. Kevorkian may have aroused 
the public’s interest in euthanasia more than ever before, 
but almost all the medical profession regards him as a 
terrible example of how it could be done. They are repulsed 
at the thought of ever being labeled a “Dr. Death” either by 
name or style. 

Because of this stigma, worldwide laboratory research 
is going on to find the one pill that can be swallowed by a 
terminal patient and bring certain, painless death 
immediately. But it has not yet been found. 

Some call it the “magic pill.” In Australia this as yet 
unknown substance is called the “peaceful pill.” Probably 
the first to solve the problem will be the Dutch, with the… 

 

 


