


Crooks take to new weapon 
designed for self-defense

|ack Covei-displays his controversial Taser electric'dart gun 
/hich, he told a government panel, is a safe, effective alterna- 
Jve to firearms.

WASHINGTON (AP) —  
The inventor of an electric 
dart gun designed as an 
Alternative to firearms and 
sold for self defense says 
the weapon has been used 
as much by criminals as hy 
persons protecting them­
selves from attack.

John H. Cover, president 
of Taser Systems Inc., says 
he has received reports that 
his controversial "Taser 
Public Defender" has been 
used at least 20 times, 
"one-half in self defense 
and one-half by crooks. ”

The Taser, a hand-held 
d ev ice  resem bling  a 
flashlight, fires  two, 
inch-long barbs connected 
to a battery by a 15-foot cop­
per and stainless steel wire. 
The electric charge that 
pulses through the wires is 
sufficient to immobilize a 
person, but not cause per­
manent damage, Cover 
says.

COVER MET recently 
for 75 minutes with staff 
members of the U.S. Con­
sumer Product Safety Com­
mission to review the 
medical and engineering 
tests performed on the 
device since he began 
developing it eight years 
ago.

The device has law enfor­
cement and other govern­
ment officials puzzled. The 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms has decided 
that it is not covered by the 
federal Gun Control Act of 
1968.

In California, where it 
was developed, it is termed 
a gun and must be 
registered and bear a serial 
number. New York City has 
ruled that carrying a Taser 
isacrime, as has Canada.

"THE RISK of this poten­
tially lethal weapon falling 
into the hands of criminals 
Is too great to allow it to be 
sold, manufactured or 
Imported into Canada," 
said Canadian Justice 
Minister kon Basford, in 
announcing the decision to 
ban the Taser.

THE SHOCK FROM the 
weapons causes muscles to 
contract, incapacitating 
the victim for up to a 
minute



fit The New York Timesrimes

— ' T h e

W ILL IAM  LA W SO N , LEFT,
* •

O n  right, a dummy holds the gun,
V * • i' * . .Zap! 50,000-volt Blonde

JL ;, * , • V** t *)' . ̂ t V- •

Stages Shocking Robbery
MIAMI — (A P) — The young blonde 

in a pink sweater walked into the gas 
station and zapped!°th6"’, httehdaht, Wil­
liam Lawson, wjth 50,000 volts. Then 
she and a male accomplice robbed, the 
station and fled.

Police saiu Lawson was the first 
known victim of an electronic-age dart 
gun. which Immobilizes its victims.

Lawson told police the young woman 
entered the station and asked to use the 
phone. As he showed her where it was, 
she turned toward liim and, "calm  and 
smiling," shot him.

"It was like sticking your finger In a 
wall socket," he said. " I  fell on the floor 
and couldn't move. It was the worst pain 
I ever felt. M y whole right side was 
jumping. I couldn’t control my muscles.”  

Lawson said the woman was joined

by a man who leaned over and pulled 
the wires from the darts in his .belly,,, ,  , . . . .  ‘Ji 7 i  V l v ”  . • J i U i o N
then helped the woman clean out-the- 
cash register of an undetermined 
amount. One of the darts was left in his 

. flesh.
The Taser, which Lawson said re­

minded him of a gray flashlight, launch­
es two small darts attached to batteries 
by 18-foot wires. The darts can penetrate 
V,2 inches of clothing and the 50,000-volt 
charge is described as incapacitating and 
very painful.

Tiie weapon’s makers, Taser System 
Inc. of Los Angeles, describe it as a 
nonlethal crime prevention device for 
stopping attackers in their tracks. Litera­
ture that comes with it says that, in 
early testing, a blast from the gun using 
only 30,000 volts flattened a 250-pound 
bull.

WASHINGTON 
Justice i Department has 
begun a. criminal investi­
gation -of the circum­
stances surrounding . the 
destruction of a threaten-- 
ing letter delivery by Lee 
Harvey Oswald to the Dal-, 
las office of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation 
snortly before the assassi­
nation o f ' president John 
F. Kennedy. <

The investigation, which 
Is being conducted by law­
yers . in the department's 
criminal division, is said 
by authoritative sources to 
be focusing on "conflicting 
statements' given by 
present and former FBI 
agents and officials about ■ 
their roles In — or knowl­
edge of — the decision to 
destroy the letter following 
Kennedy’s murder on Nov. 
22. 1963.

The letter In question 
reportedly contained . , g "  
threat by Oswald,, the .ac­
cused assassin of the later, 
president, to "blow up”  a 
Dallas police station un­
less the FBI ceased its 
efforts to locate and inter­
view him in Dallas and 
what ho described as its 
harassment o f . his Rus­
sian-born wife, Marina.

According to several 
sources familiar with the 
results of a recently or­
dered administrative in­
quiry by the FBI into the 
incident, the Oswald letter 
made no • mention of any 
intention. on his part to 
commit a murder, or of 
any animosity toward 
Kennedy.

The FBI’s efforts to 
seek Oswald in. the days 
before the- assassination
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■ S t u n  G u n
Criminals 
Buying It,
Police Fear

■ . f-i
o n  m e

LOS ANGELES -  (AP) 
— Promoted as a humane 
defensive weapon that will 
immobilize but normally 
not kill, tho electric stun 
Run m ay be  winning un­
wanted acceptance in the 
underworld as a sort of 
jailhouse insurance.

More than 1,000 Taser 
Public Defenders, which 
oack a 50,000-volt wallop, 
have been sold since the 
weapon was first market­
ed in March, and a com ­
pany spokesman said new 
orders are straining pro­
duction lines. Only 10 guns 
have been sold to police, 
the intended buyer.

Just who is buying the 
stun guns, the manufactur­
er, Advanced Chemical 
Technology of Los Ange­
les, can ’t say. It is a 
question som e pbllcb wor­
ry over. .

THE TASER—PROMOTED AS A  HU M A N E  DEFENSIVE W EAPON  . 
It shoots finy daris w ith a 50,000.volt wallopi



Recently a 'Holdup wom­
an in Miami and a bur-- 
glar In Redondo Beach 
fired Tasers at their vic­
tims. Miami police also 
reported nine Tasers sto­
len from a: distributor.

Some Los Angeles police 
theorize that criminals 
m ay like the weapon be­
cause if they, are forced to 
shoot and are caught lat­
er. the otential prison 
sentence will be far light­
er tha if they had used 
conventional firearms.

The laws of many states 
carry much different pen­
alties for robbery and 
armed robbery, or simple 
assault and assault with a 
deadly weapon. Criminals 
who shoot their victims 
are commonly charged 

tii .ittempted murder or 
murder If the victim dies.

The Taser is a flashlight 
\rith two mechanisms for 
firing tiny darts which are 
attached to the light’ s 
nickel cadmium batteries 
bv 13-f o o t -1 o n g  wires. 
When the darts strike a 
person and the low cur­
rent, high voltage charge 
hits, the victim ’s nervous 
system Is e f f e c t i v e l y  
short-circui'.ed and they 
normally droD, temporari­
ly stunned. The flashlight 
is not integral to the 
weapon other than helping 
the user to aim at night. 
The darts and wires are 
enclosed in c a s s e t t e s  
which cannot be re-used.

The gun’s name Is a 
loose acronym . taken by 
inventor Jack Cover from 
the book title, “ Tom Swift 
and His Electric Rifle.’ ' 

Some authorities have 
ouestloned just how effec­
tive and safe the weapon 
really Is. r.

Tn the Redondo Beach 
burglary. Michael Matttng- 
Iv was" hit by both darts 
from one Taser. He was 
knocked to his knees and 
stunned. But he was able 
to Dluck out the darts and 
tackle the burglar, who 
after a scuffle escaped 
emntyhanded.

Dr. Peter Rocovlch. a 
Los Angeles neurosurgeon, 
said the gun potentially Is 
lethal. He said such a 
heavy shock could result 
in cardiac arrest for a 
victim with heart trouble.

“ Electricity Is verv un- 
nredictaWe and hard to 
control. What would be a 
strong shock to one person

could be fatal in someone 
else," Dr. Rocovlch said.

Cover said: “ There Is 
no medical evidence that 
a heart patient would nec­
essarily be killed. The 
shock does not affect 
heart pacemakers. We 
have never said this is a 
nonlethal weapon.”

Only one sale has been 
made to a law enforce­
ment agency - -  10 stun 
guns have been delivered 
to the Lauderdale Lakes, 
Fla., police force.

Los Angeles police chief 
Ed Davis, dismissing all 
“ gun substitutes”  now on 
the market, said: “ None 
of these devices can ever 
replace a police firearm 
. . .  If the bad guy knows 
that his worst fate is tran- 
quilization and the police­
man knows his worst fate 
is being killed by the bad 
guy. the bad guys would 
become roaring lions.”

“ Is the Taser a good 
idea? Well, we already 
have had two felonies 
committed with them,”  
says Lt. Dan Cooks, 
spokesman for the Los An­
geles Police Department. 
“ It is potentially a thor­
oughly deadly weapon in 
heart cases.”

He said it would be up 
to the courts or lawmak­
ers to decide If the Taser 

•is a controllable deadly 
weapon or if it is some­
thing anyone could own 
and carry with him.

A sampling of some ma­
jor Los Angeles gun deal­
ers showed public Interest 
in the Taser. but. few dis­
tributors are stocking 
them.

One gun dealer who 
asked that he not be Iden­
tified said: “ I guess It Is 
supposed to appeal to the 
antigun people who think 
they can get something 
that's :iot going to kill 
people. But we aren’t all 
that sure."



By CHARLES AWEEKA 
Times Suburban Writer

AUBURN — The Taser Public 
Defender is for real.

Promoters bill it as an alternative 
to the gun, designed to immobilize, 
not kill. It zaps its victims with a 
50,0U0-volt charge that can be main­
tained for up to five minutes..

But already som e grave questions 
have been raised about the electric- 
dart gun. y .

Larry (Dusty) Johnston, an inde­
pendent distributor for the Taser, 
says it'll knock down an elephant 
in five seconds.

"If it was going to be the answer 
to the gun, I wanted to be in on the 
ground floor," he said. “ I’ m looking 
lor an honest way to make a living.
1 don’ t like violence. I don't even 
go hunting."

Since last fall, he said, he has 
peddled about 40 of the $200 T? :ri, 
which are manufactured by the Ad­
vanced Chemical Technology Co. of 
Los Angeles.

WHO ARE HIS customers?
Mostly housewives and nurses in 

the University District, "because 
they are afraid ‘Ted’ might come 
back." he said. But also private de­
tectives, police officers, boat own­
ers. campers and drug pushers "to  
ciiard against persons ripping them 
off."

jnlmston said he is concerned 
that the weapon could fall into the 
wmng hands.

Almost half the Tasers lie has 
•old have been sent via a delivery 
sirvice to persons he has never 
M-en. Many of them live in Alaska.

He retains the name and address 
of each purchaser, along witli a rec­
ord of the purchaser’s driver’s li­
cense number, height, weight, color 
of hair and his guarantee that he 
is IS or older.

A Taser has three serial num­
bers, one ot them hidden "for  the 
company's piotection."

The first known victim of the 
electronic-age dart gun was a Mia- 
v i. Fla., service-station attendant. 
A young blond woman plugged him

c.uciating pain he’d ever had,” , 
Johnston said.

Brochures stress that although 
the Taser is designed to be nonle- 
thal, "there is no guarantee that se­
rious inury will not occur or that 
harmful after effects will not re- 
harmful aftereffects will not result" 
suit’ ’ from its use.

Critics warn that victims might 
suffer a heart attack.

THE TASER HAS two cartridges 
enclosing tiny darts which are at­
tached to nickel-cadmium batteries 
by wires. When the darts with their 
barbed tips strike and the low-cur­
rent. high-voltage charge hits, the 
victim’s neuromuscular system is 
short-circuited and he hits the deck, 
temporarily stunned.

The batteries can be recharged, 
hut once the darts have been fi.ed 
they cannot be reused. Each car- 

nvo r! u*” wlvVh fire

The range is about 15 feet; the. 
charge is c a p a b l e  o f passing 
through 1 y2 inches of clothing.'

The dart gun poses some prickly 
problems for police.

The Treasury Department's Bu­
reau A Alcohol, Tobacco and Fire­
arms. determined that the Taser 
isn’ t covered by the Gun Control 
Act of 1968. •

California, however, classified i f  
as a dangerous weapon after a Re­
dondo Beach man was shot by .a  
burglar. The victim yankd out the 
darts after he had been knocked to 
his knees, then tackled his tormen­
tor. * • '

New York also has controls on 
the Taser. Officials said Johnston 
had agreed to demonstrate the Tas­
er for them, but never showed up.

T h e  Consumer Product Safety 
Commission is investigating a re-
nu est :h a r i f  ban ...in

Jerry Olsor., chief o f the 
section, ̂ snid it would be up 
courts o^jlawmakers in this 
decide ifVthe Taser is a contrc 
deadly tyeapon or if it is somt 
that anyone could own or 
with him, .

S.- ' 'V
LAST .YEAR, J o h n s t o i  

professional skin diver, found ; 
use for the Taser when he bu 
into a blaefin shark 40 feet i 
water off Catalina Island, 5’ 

Luckily’he had his Tasen.aic 
ward off the rambunctious shai 

Connected to. the waterproo 
was a plastic-coated spear. P 
coated, thafls, except for. the 
metal end.' *£& ' j .?€«;- 

"That shark had the bi 
shock of his life,” ' he said, 
didn't bother me any more. hJ
T4\nlr nif f t\\i\ ifr rto roitrvl^rJ

Larry Johnston fired a Taser dart at a target.
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