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Introduction


Long before the Christian Era, civilizations and tribes across Eurasia valued the cannabis plant as a source of food, medicine, fibre and intoxication. It evolved on the Tibetan Plateau and has been cultivated since the dawn of history. Almost two thousand years ago, the Chinese surgeon Hua Tuo blended it with alcohol to make an anaesthetic. Much later, when Britain was the world’s dominant naval power, its fleet used ropes and sails that were made from hemp fibre.


The United Kingdom first prohibited cannabis in 1928, and the United States did so a decade later, at a time when the drug was on the margins of public life in both countries. One of the lasting effects of prohibition has been that this plant of immense commercial and scientific interest was exiled from the extraordinary advances made in commerce and science in the post-World War II period.


Not only did prohibition make smoking pot illegal, it essentially made everything about cannabis illegal in much of the Western world. Thanks largely to pressure from the United States, it was, with few exceptions, neither studied nor grown. Instead, all information about the plant went underground.


The cannabis available now is far more potent than what was smoked at Woodstock in 1969. But, unlike most cash crops, the growers who superpowered the plant did not write down their findings about genetics and agronomy for fear it could later be used against them in court. Similarly, the culture of marijuana use is largely unwritten. It exists as a body of oral mythology to be endlessly recounted around a bong. This haziness is largely due, no doubt, to the drug’s well-known effects. But it also reflects how completely the plant’s value had been delegitimized in mainstream life.


California became the first state to legalize medical marijuana (MED) in 1996, catalyzing the plant’s subsequent de-stigmatization, and the trend has accelerated in recent years. At the time of writing, 11 US states and Canada have legalized recreational cannabis (REC). (In the United Kingdom, it is currently illegal to use cannabis for recreational purposes.) Today, cannabis is at least partially illegal in all but two countries, Canada and Uruguay, but North America’s industry is worth more than $10 billion annually, and it is finding footholds in Europe, Australia, Latin America and elsewhere. At the end of 2018, the United States legalized industrial hemp. With uses as diverse as paper, biofuel and even a building material, hemp could eventually prove to be even bigger business than getting high.


Already cannabis is the world’s second favourite psychoactive drug, after alcohol. Hundreds of millions of people choose to consume it despite the risks it can pose to their reputation and liberty. There is every reason to believe that its use will grow exponentially as laws change and the stigma dissipates. To bring this about faster, much of the industry is trying to rebrand marijuana as part of a healthy, productive life, rather than as a distraction for “losers”.


It can be fun to get high, but the legalization of cannabis is also a vast social experiment touching on virtually every aspect of modern life, from medicine to criminal justice. Still, much remains unknown about the plant, and much of the available information is false or misleading. This book attempts to provide objective information on the history, culture, science and business of a fascinating plant that is on the brink of world conquest.





—Alex Halperin
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280E | LEGALIZATION



280E is a section of the US tax code that causes American marijuana businesses to be taxed at a far higher rate than mainstream businesses. The rule, which the industry considers unfair and wants to eliminate, is among the main reasons it is difficult to run a profitable plant-touching marijuana business. 280E became law decades ago after a cocaine, pot and methamphetamine dealer attempted to deduct business expenses on his taxes. He won a partial victory in the Tax Court, and this so infuriated Congress that in 1982 the legislature passed a law forbidding business deductions on federally illegal drugs. At the time, marijuana legalization was decades away, but the US tax authorities still apply it to state legal cannabis businesses. Along with gaining access to banking, ending 280E is one of the cannabis industry’s top legislative priorities.


SEE ALSO


Banks


Federal illegality (USA)


Plant-touching



420 | CULTURE



“420” is a common term for anything cannabis-related. For example, one might describe a person or event as “420-friendly”. Now used and understood across much of the world, 420 is believed to have originated in the early 1970s with the Waldos, a group of buddies at San Rafael High School, near San Francisco. At school, they used the code word “420 Louis” to mean “Meet at the statue of Louis Pasteur at 4.20pm to smoke weed”. Their circle overlapped with the Grateful Dead, and soon deadheads adopted the phrase and carried it around the world. Nearly 20 years later, deadheads in the San Francisco Bay Area distributed a flyer calling for cannabis users to light up at 4.20pm on 20 April (4/20 in the American dating system). High Times, the pro-legalization magazine, published the flyer in 1991. It read in part: “There’s something magical about getting ripped at 4:20, when you know your brothers and sisters all over the country and even the planet are lighting up and toking up right along with you.” From there, by similar logic, 20 April evolved into the annual cannabis holiday. It has often been used for pro-legalization protests and now cannabis product launches. Unfortunately, 20 April is also Adolf Hitler’s birthday, a coincidence that has been at the root of some not very interesting conspiracy theories.


SEE ALSO


710


Grateful Dead, the


High Times



710 | CULTURE



Flip the word “OIL” upside down and back to front and it spells 710, which has evolved into a catch-all term for cannabis concentrates. Just as 420 spawned the cannabis holiday on 20 April, 10 July (7/10 in the American dating system) is another holy day on the stoner calendar, celebrated with festivals, parties and dabbing. Presumably, few of those who consciously celebrate this more obscure cannabis holiday need much excuse to consume cannabis.


SEE ALSO


420


Concentrates


Dabbing
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Addiction | HEALTH



Because marijuana is widely perceived as less dangerous than other street drugs and alcohol, marijuana addiction is not always taken seriously, even by the people who suffer from it. This was memorably illustrated in the stoner comedy Half Baked (1998) when a cannabis user attempts to share his struggle at a recovery meeting and gets booed off stage.


Researchers have shown cannabis to be both physiologically and psychologically addictive. Withdrawal symptoms can include crankiness, anxiety, mood swings and loss of appetite, although many users do not experience them. Experiments on monkeys have shown similar results. By some estimates, more than 10 per cent of cannabis users have a problem with it. Dr Marvin D Seppala, Chief Medical Officer at the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation, has written: “The unfortunate truth is that the lack of serious, early consequences to marijuana addiction allow for a long, slow decline, often without recognition, resulting in later-stage addiction before the problem is confronted. An individual may wake up years into this chronic illness, without a reasonable understanding of how their life got so far off track. Often one has no major medical or legal problems, no sudden tragedy that drives the search for an answer. However, isolation from friends and family, loss of interest and lack of participation in those activities that used to bring joy, and the crushing weight of missed opportunities add up.”


SEE ALSO


Stoner/stoned
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Adult use | LEGALIZATION



“Adult use” means the same thing as recreational cannabis (REC): a jurisdiction or dispensary where any adult can legally buy and consume marijuana. Industry professionals tend to prefer “adult use” – and similar terms such as “over the counter” and “therapeutic use” – because they stress the drug as beneficial, rather than a vice.


SEE ALSO


Dispensary


Federal legalization (USA)


Medical marijuana (MED)


Stigma



Amsterdam and the Netherlands | CULTURE, LEGALIZATION



Despite popular myth, the Netherlands has never fully legalized recreational cannabis (REC). Starting in 1976, the country opted to allow a grey market where adults could buy joints and edibles – locally known as “space cake” – and consume it in so-called “coffeeshops”. (Even now, some years into legal REC, very few cities in North America have even one equivalent of those coffeeshops.) As the Dutch system works, it is essentially legal for customers to buy cannabis for personal consumption, but there is no established legal channel for coffeeshops to acquire and replenish their inventory. For tourists from around the world, Dutch tolerance increased Amsterdam’s appeal as a destination. The city also emerged as a hub of the global cannabis community. It was Amsterdam where North American aficionados in exile developed sophisticated growing techniques and where strain-hunters brought landraces (seeds) from far-flung parts of the world for cross-breeding. In the 21st century, legalization in North America, greater acceptance in much of the West, and restrictions on cannabis use by foreigners have sapped the Netherlands’ influence as a centre of cannabis culture. However, as more countries create tightly regulated medical marijuana (MED) markets, Dutch farmers and agriculture technologists appear well positioned to benefit.


SEE ALSO


Edibles


Grey market


Growing


Medical marijuana (MED)


Seeds


Social use



Ancillary business | BUSINESS



“Ancillary” cannabis businesses are involved in the cannabis industry, but do not “touch the plant”. In the United States where cannabis is federally illegal, many mainstream companies – including software designers, banks, and makers of scientific instruments and industrial equipment – are unwilling to work with cannabis companies. “Ancillary” most often refers to the companies that perform similar services for, and sell similar products to, cannabis companies. They include greenhouse architects, management consultancies and the whole field of cannatech. Because ancillary businesses do not face the same levels of regulation and scrutiny as plant-touching businesses, they generally face less risk and can be easier to run profitably. They are sometimes compared to the “pick and shovel” merchants who supplied the 19th-century California Gold Rush and often made out better than those panning for gold. Bong makers do not touch the plant, but are not usually thought of as ancillary businesses.


SEE ALSO


Banks


Bong


Cannatech


Federal illegality (USA)


Plant-touching



Anslinger, Harry | HISTORY, LEGALIZATION



As legalization supporters tell it, an official named Harry Anslinger (1892–1975) was the central villain in the banning of cannabis in the United States. In 1930, after years enforcing alcohol prohibition, Anslinger was appointed the first commissioner of the US Department of the Treasury’s Federal Bureau of Narcotics, a precursor to the Drug Enforcement Agency. Anslinger was a key advocate for, and supporter of, the Marihuana Tax Act that became law in 1937, considered the beginning of US cannabis prohibition. Anslinger was a media-savvy operator, and his campaign against marijuana used openly racist rhetoric and exaggerated narratives linking cannabis to acts of bloody violence. “There are 100,000 total marijuana smokers in the U.S., and most are Negroes, Hispanics, Filipinos and entertainers,” Anslinger is reported to have said. “Their Satanic music, jazz and swing result from marijuana use. This marijuana causes white women to seek sexual relations with Negroes, entertainers and any others.”


SEE ALSO


Federal illegality (USA)


Marijuana
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Antiquity | HISTORY



The earliest reference to cannabis in Western literature comes in the Histories by the Greek writer Herodotus (490–425 BC). He records that the Eurasian nomadic people known as the Scythians “take … hemp-seed, and … throw it upon the red-hot stones” and that “immediately it smokes, and gives out such a vapour as no Grecian vapour-bath can exceed.” “[T]he Scyths, delighted,” his account continues, “shout for joy.” He also notes that the Scythian women used it as a topical paste, leaving their skin “clean and glossy”.


One of the best-known stories about cannabis use in the medieval Muslim world involved the Shia missionary and warlord Hassan-i Sabbah (c.1050–1124) who took over the castle of Alamut in Persia (present-day Iran). Sabbah founded a militia of fierce warriors known as the Assassins, or Ḥashashiyan, whom he manipulated to accept suicidal missions by feeding them hashish. However, it is worth noting that sources for the story include the Italian explorer and merchant Marco Polo, who was a less than fully reliable narrator.


SEE ALSO


Cannabis sativa


China


India
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Armstrong, Louis | CULTURE, HISTORY



The jazz musician and entertainer Louis Armstrong (1901–71) was perhaps the first major American cultural figure to be a regular cannabis user. Born into poverty in New Orleans, Satchmo – as Armstrong was nicknamed – regularly used “muggles”, “shuzzit” and “the gage” in the 1920s as he gained national prominence as a trumpet player and bandleader. Armstrong called cannabis smokers “vipers”, and they were a familiar sort in the music halls where he played. Armstrong was arrested for marijuana use in 1930 outside a Los Angeles club and received a suspended sentence. A probably apocryphal story has it that in 1953, arriving at a Japanese airport, Armstrong ran into Vice President Richard Nixon and that, by bringing Armstrong through the diplomatic channel, Nixon unwittingly helped Armstrong to smuggle his cannabis into the country. In 1954 Armstrong’s wife, Lucille, was arrested in Hawaii for smuggling a stash that in all likelihood belonged to her husband. It prompted him to write a letter to his manager: “Mr. Glaser, you must see to it that I have special permission to smoke all the reefers that I want to when I want or I will just have to put this horn down, that’s all.”


SEE ALSO


Federal illegality (USA)


Mesirow, Milton (“Mezz Mezzrow”)
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Ash | CONSUMPTION



Good-quality cannabis burns to a white or grey ash that holds to the end of a joint until it is as long as a pencil eraser. Undesirable, bad-tasting black ash can result from insufficient drying or curing, an accumulation of chemicals in the bud, imprudent use of fertilizer, and a host of other factors.


SEE ALSO


Curing


Drying


Joint
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Banks | LEGALIZATION



With cannabis federally illegal in the United States, few, if any, major banks offer accounts to cannabis-related companies. As a result, many cannabis businesses cannot access basic financial services and have to deal entirely in cash. This is a costly burden for businesses, and also makes dispensaries and grows attractive targets for burglars. The banking problem creates opportunities for ancillary businesses to help cannabis companies manage, transport and store cash. Legalization opponents argue that giving pot businesses access to the financial system would legitimize them. This may be true, but keeping cannabis business outside mainstream banks all but ensures that many of them do not meet their tax obligations, undercutting one of the main arguments for legalization.


SEE ALSO


Ancillary business


Dispensary


Federal illegality (USA)



Beats, the | CULTURE, HISTORY



The Beats, an American literary movement that emerged in the 1950s, were a loosely connected group of writers fascinated by jazz, marijuana, the Black American experience and anything else they considered antithetical to the conformity of the times. They were among the first white people in the United States to associate themselves with marijuana, and bridged the gap between the counterculture and mainstream white America. In the beatnik world, cannabis was called “tea”. Perhaps the best-known cannabis references in Beat literature came in the long poem “Howl” by Allen Ginsberg (1926–97), which he first read at a San Francisco art gallery in 1955. Other Beat writers who smoked cannabis at times included William S Burroughs and Jack Kerouac, as well as many other, lesser-known figures. “Cannabis was central to the [Beats’] cross-cultural contacts, not only in Mexico but in the African-American community as well, that informed their countercultural sensibilities. ‘T’ – as a typographical cypher, as a source of an entire insider vocabulary, as a site-specific marker of cross-cultural contact, and as a way of life – crucially informed the sympathies and sensibilities of the Beat Generation,” wrote Loren Glass in The Los Angeles Review of Books. “Their cultural assimilation of cannabis is a crucial chapter in its passage to mainstream acceptance.”
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