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About Hazelden Quick Guides


Hazelden Quick Guides are short, accessible e-books that draw on the original work and best practices of leading experts to help readers address common addiction recovery and emotional health issues. The Get Smart collection describes each of the major drugs, its historical, cultural, and legal context, its addictive qualities, and information on prevention and treatment.




Introduction


Prescription painkillers are members of a class of drug known as opioids. Prescription opioids are the most efficient painkillers we know, and include well-known medications such as hydrocodone (Vicodin), hydromorphone (Dilaudid), and oxycodone (Percocet and the controlled-release formula, OxyContin). Not all opioids are legal drugs. For example, opium, the “source” drug for opioids, is not legal except for its use in manufacturing prescription drugs. And in most countries, heroin is illegal.


Our knowledge of pain and pain relief is growing. When a person is in pain, especially severe pain, the experience overwhelms all other stimuli. Pain relief becomes as essential as oxygen, and for this reason, prescription painkillers are essential to modern medicine. They are used both in surgery and in long-term pain management.


Unfortunately, prescription painkillers are easily abused and quite addictive, both physically and psychologically. This e-booklet will help you understand the nature of opioids; their history; some of the cultural and social factors surrounding their use and abuse; the nature of dependence, treatment, and prevention; and how this class of drugs impacts the brain.
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Are you abusing painkillers?


These are signs that you have a problem1:




	You are using other people’s prescriptions.


	You get your drugs from an illicit provider, or you are stealing them.


	You have (or had) a prescription but are no longer using the painkillers as prescribed.


	You need the drug in order to function or feel normal.


	You get the drug from multiple physicians.


	You don’t tell your doctor that you have a history of addiction to alcohol or other drugs.


	You hide your use and lie about it.


	You are cited for driving under the influence.


	Friends, family, co-workers, or others have told you they are worried about your use.


	A doctor or other knowledgeable practitioner tells you to stop, and you can’t.


	You think about your medication much of the time, and you worry about when you can get the next dose and how you will get more.


	You fill your prescriptions sooner than you need to and make excuses to your pharmacist or doctor.


	Your medication is causing you to abandon activities you enjoyed, even though your pain is controlled.


	You make excuses about your use, deny it, or rationalize it.





If you suspect you have been abusing a medication or are addicted, talk to your doctor immediately. Do not try to quit any medication “cold turkey.” If you develop withdrawal symptoms—which can feel like a severe case of the flu—you may need medical help with detoxification. If you are in recovery for another addiction, talk to your sponsor and increase your attendance at Twelve Step meetings (or other recovery program).
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Opium: History’s First Wonder Drug


Most readers of this booklet were children when they first saw the film The Wizard of Oz. You may remember the scene where the Wicked Witch of the West conjured a field of poppies to put Dorothy and her fellow travelers to sleep. As a child, I always found that scene puzzling. Why would poppies put them to sleep?


The relationship between sleep and poppies would not have been a mystery to many people when that film was first released in 1939. Many viewers would readily recall a time when sleeping potions and painkillers derived from poppies were unregulated and available without prescription at drugstores. In fact, in the United States the notion of regulating medications is only about 100 years old. Government control of medication in general is tied to the history of our use of opium-derived drugs in this country.


Opium is the dried sap obtained from the opium poppy. It has been used as a medication for thousands of years. It is literally a stone-age medication whose use continues to thrive in the modern era.


Opium poppies were cultivated in the Mediterranean as early as 5000 BCE. The Ebers Papyrus is an Egyptian medical text written on papyrus fiber 3,500 years ago. It correctly describes the role of the heart as the center of the blood supply, the function of the kidneys, and even disorders such as depression and dementia. Importantly, it also describes medical uses of the poppy plant, including using the drug to treat breast abscesses and to calm babies. Poppies were widely cultivated during the times of Akhenaton and Tutankhamon, and were used to help people sleep, to calm anxious feelings, and to relieve pain. For all we know, King Tut may have used opium at some point.


The ancient applications of opium were still in use in the twentieth century. Laudanum, an alcohol and powdered opium preparation, was unregulated and used in home remedies, including sleeping potions, until the passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906. Until early in the last century, nurses actually spoon-fed laudanum to infants to quiet them down. It is astonishing to think that nurses in ancient Egypt were following the same practice!


There are several types of poppy plant, but one in particular, Papaver somniferum, is the source of opium. Until relatively recently, the extraction process had been unchanged for centuries. The process was labor intensive. The unripe seedpods, which contain a milky fluid or latex, were harvested and dried in the sun. After the pods were gathered, shallow cuts were made in them. The latex within leaked out and dried. The next day, workers returned to scrape off the dried latex. The extract could be used in liquid, solid, or powder form. This basic process is still in use today, though we now use less labor-intensive methods.


Another extraction method—developed in the 1930s—is called the industrial poppy straw process. In this mechanized process, the poppy straw, which includes the seedpod and stems, is harvested after the plant has matured and dried. Ripe poppy seeds are removed, and the remainder is called poppy straw. The straw is pulverized, and then chemicals are used to extract morphine (the most abundant opiate found in poppies) from it. Today, this industrial process is the source of 90 percent of the world’s supply of legal morphine.1


The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime reports on illegal poppy harvests. According to its World Drug Report 2012, estimated opium production rose from 4,700 tons in 2010 to 7,000 tons in 2011. Afghanistan produced 5,800 tons in 2011, more than 80 percent of the world’s total.2 Other leading producers include the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Myanmar. Roughly half of the 7,000 tons was trafficked as raw opium, and half was converted into heroin.


The First Medications


Though opium has been used as a treatment for millennia, it was in more modern times that we began to refine and extract other drugs from it. And it has only been in the last half-century or so that we have learned to create synthetic chemicals in the lab using our new understanding of the chemistry of opium.


Europeans introduced opium to North America, and colonists often used laudanum (as noted, an opium extract in alcohol) for a variety of purposes. The plant was grown and harvested for local use, but it was understood by the early 1800s that habitual use of opium caused tremors, “stupidity,” and other problems. Nevertheless, it was used for asthma, treatment of cholera, pain, and other purposes. It was also used recreationally to induce a high or stupor.


Morphine was the first drug refined from opium. It was discovered in 1803 by Friedrich Sertürner, a twenty-year-old pharmacist’s assistant who was exploring the properties of opium. His experiments over time showed that when the morphine component was removed from opium, the opium had no effect—in other words, morphine was a key to opium’s medicinal properties. He named the drug after Morpheus, the Greek god of dreams, and presented his findings to the scientific community. His work had two impacts: it launched the study of alkaloid chemistry (the study of naturally occurring chemical compounds), and it marked the beginnings of the modern drug industry.


Other research on morphine showed how it could be used to relieve pain and bring sleep. By the mid-1820s, morphine was being sold in western Europe. The Merck company was one of the manufacturers. Doctors marveled at morphine’s pain-relief capacity and even hoped that it could be used to cure opium addiction. Both morphine and opium (in mixtures called laudanum, paregoric, and a solution called “black drop”) were used throughout the nineteenth century to treat a variety of ailments, including cough, diarrhea, anemia, diabetes, tetanus, and even “insanity.” A textbook in the late 1800s listed fifty-four diseases that morphine could treat.


Morphine was a frequent painkiller during and after the Civil War. Addiction was so common among Civil War veterans that it became known as “soldier’s disease.” However, addiction also occurred among the “hopeless wives and mothers, made so by the slaughter of those who were dearest to them [who found] temporary relief from their sufferings in opium.”3 The use of morphine was facilitated by the development and refinement of the hypodermic syringe, which was a common instrument by 1870. Late in the nineteenth century, morphine was used to treat alcoholics. Compared to alcohol, morphine was viewed as less expensive and generally the lesser of two evils. The practice of converting alcoholics to morphine addicts continued well into the twentieth century.


In 1874, heroin was first synthesized from morphine in an attempt to remove the addictive properties of opium while keeping the other benefits of the drug. (This same goal—the creation of a potent painkiller that is not addictive—continues to motivate drug companies today.) Developers at Bayer Company tested the new drug and found that it worked more quickly than morphine and was about three times as potent. They named the drug Heroin and began marketing it in Europe and the United States, passing out free samples to doctors to encourage its use.
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