Helmut Oehring: Foxfire II (Texts for the work groups FOXFIRE / CAYABYAB / DIENEL – ZUENDEL – LEUCHTER)

“Should Fred Leuchter be remembered in history, it will surely be as the inventor of the injection machine which is used for executions in five American states today. He developed this device after New Jersey passed a law to replace electric execution by lethal injection. This injection was used for the first time when George ‘Tiny’ Mercer was executed on January 6, 1989 in Missouri. Just as electrocution was invented as a modern and ‘humane’ replacement for hanging, the lethal injection presented itself as the ‘humane’ method of execution of the late twentieth century. The popularity of the lethal injection is due not to the fact that it works better than all the other ways of execution, none of which, after all, fails to kill the condemned. It has become popular because it is first and foremost a medical method. It leaves a more ‘scientific’ impression than shooting, hanging, gassing or electrocution. It is conducted with syringes, medicine only available on prescription, a stretcher, medical technicians, physicians and an executional protocol according to which the condemned has to be sedated before the execution. The lethal injection does not harm the convict’s body in any visible way. The idea is that they simply ‘fall asleep’.”

“<God bless you.> Leaves the room. Goes to the back. That’s how they do it. And then they say: <Go ahead.> That means that the machine is warmed up or something like that. And then, a minute later, they say: <Foxfire one!> They press the button. You can see the patient – I cannot see the patient as I am standing behind a screen, looking at the ECG. The first solution, sodium penthonal, is injected into the condemned. They are awake and then they fall asleep.

After a minute the execution co-ordinator says: <Foxfire two!> Which, however, is not strictly necessary since in fact the machine does this part … The Pavulon, or Pancuromin bromide, is fed in, stopping the respiratory muscles. It paralyzes the lungs and slows down the respiratory centre. The patient is seen to do the agonal or final breathing.

… After a minute: <Foxfire three!>, on which potassium chloride is added. It is three times the lethal amount. Then the ECG changes as well, from normal sinus rhythms to idioventricular or flat heart rhythms, then a straight line. And then the heart is at zero.

Then my job as medical assistant is to say <Number eight!> … after which the execution co-ordinator says: <Checkmate!> (Prison doctor Dr Cayabyab)
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