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Flowering buds ready for harvest droop in the sun, heavy with promising chemical compounds like CBD.

This book is dedicated to my baby cousin Melissa “Missy” Peterson, who lost her battle with epilepsy when the pharmaceutical medications she was prescribed stopped working.

If only we had known, back then, about the healing powers of this plant that we hold near and dear to our hearts.

Maybe she would still be with us today.

I hope this book brings awareness of and education to the fact that plants may hold the key to a world of relief that pharmaceutical drugs cannot unlock.
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At the peak of the harvest season, hemp fields in Colorado are walked through, to examine stalks and buds for optimum health and vitality.



PREFACE


I wanted to write this book because I saw a genuine need for honest and credible information regarding cannabis, from people who were tired of suffering from a lack of solutions and wanted to be better informed and more in control of their options regarding health and well-being. Over the years I have seen an increasing dependence on pharmaceutical drugs, some of which fail to address the root issues of many of the diseases and general discomforts that they seek to treat, while simultaneously creating harmful and sometimes deadly side effects—like what we have seen with opioid epidemic.

Most people are either familiar with—or know someone familiar—losing a close one because of the fallible nature of doctors or an undesired result from prescription drugs. When my cousin Missy died from epilepsy, I saw first-hand the failure of pharmaceuticals—and in that moment I knew I wanted to do everything in my power to prevent other families from going through such a heart wrenching breach of trust in modern medicine. There had to be a better way . . . something that was waiting to be unlocked and explored . . . that we just hadn’t discovered yet.

My journey to hemp, CBD, and the endocannabinoid system had begun.

The journey of cannabis itself originated thousands of years ago, perhaps longer than many of us could speculate, with many revelations along the way. The hurdles and, interestingly enough, achievements happened because of intentional misinformation and could have been dispelled multiple times using clinical research which, unfortunately, was halted abruptly after the first official trial around 1940. Fast forward to modern times where we are seeing that it is now our responsibility to find the truth, using new legislation and the power of communities who want to make an impact on debilitating and sometimes life-threatening diseases like cancer, epilepsy, autism, and inflammation using hemp cannabinoids. I wanted this book to be a companion, if you will, on this evolution we are experiencing in re-discovering cannabis—specifically CBD—because I feel that we truly are on the edge of a brand new world of well-being. In a society where we have every “answer” at our fingertips, it is still mind blowing to consider how much time we would need to invest into understanding the truth behind something as complex as the cannabis plant. With over a hundred chemical compounds, the research and clinical studies we have begun conducting on cannabis and cannabinoids (like CBD) barely even scratches the surface of what this plant is and could be capable of, both in humans and animals.

I have seen and personally witnessed people who had lost hope of ever feeling better, as a result of being unsuccessfully treated by pharmaceuticals for symptoms that were thought to be “untreatable,” completely turn their lives around by using hemp cannabinoids. To not only improve from the use of naturally occurring compounds like CBD, but often heal completely. I realize that’s a bold statement, but it is a truth for me, and I am hoping that you will be able to see that it is indeed true.

Throughout this book I have tried to not only detail some of these amazing stories of recovery and healing for you, but to also offer the science that goes along with it, as well as thoughts and ideas from leading experts, showing why and how cannabinoids like CBD do what they do. Working with these respected individuals and compiling the information contained within will re-formulate and re-educate how people perceive this often misrepresented plant so that everyone—especially the children suffering from cancer and other terminal illnesses—will find the well deserved peace they seek.

Ryan Lewis

March 2020

All proceeds from the sales of this book will be donated to www.savingsophie.org, which is a nonprofit organization focused on providing resources to families who are afflicted by pediatric and adult cancer, autism, or epilepsy, as well as supporting the scientists who are working towards creating less toxic treatments.



FOREWORD


BY TRACY RYAN

If you had told me, eight years ago, that I would be purposefully giving CBD or THC products to children, I would’ve told you to stop smoking so much of it! But that is exactly what has transpired. My husband, Josh, and I were just like most of the world at that time. Stigmatized by decades of lies and propaganda that the government has been feeding us about the dangers of this very medicinal herb.

It all started when our daughter, Sophie, was diagnosed seven years ago with a low-grade brain tumor at just eight and a half months old. Her tumor is considered a survivable one with an over 90 percent survival rate, but one that recurs frequently, with an 85 percent recurrence rate, and chemo being the only option.

The devastation was unlike anything either of us had ever experienced. When we learned that only 3.8 percent of all government funding goes to pediatric cancer research, and that only four new drugs had been brought to market in forty years for kids, the shock from it all was almost too much to bear. How could this even be true? We didn’t have cell phones forty years ago. How could there be such a lack of science for our children??

After being connected to Ricki Lake and Abby Epstein through a random chain of events on social media, just days after Sophie’s diagnosis, they informed me of the documentary they had just begun filming that is now on Netflix called Weed the People. After much discussion and being surrounded by teams of experts, we made the choice to explore cannabis as medicine. This wasn’t a decision we took lightly. It came after Josh and I completed hours and hours of research and consulted with Sophie’s oncologists, who all agreed to try the medicinal oils on our baby.

Sophie took her first dose of cannabis, containing all of the cannabinoids that naturally occur in the plant, at just nine months old . . . on camera.
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Multiple surgeries have been successfully performed on Sophie’s brain tumor, using hemp cannabinoids to bolster and strengthen her immune system.
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Ryan Lewis and his daughter Skye Bella

What we have witnessed in our own child, and thousands of other adults and children worldwide over the last several years, has been simply astonishing. To see what this plant is capable of is unlike anything I have ever witnessed. Treating cancer, epilepsy, autism, PTSD, MS, fibromyalgia, chronic/cevere pain, and beyond. There are many lives that have been lost unnecessarily and lives that could have been changed dramatically, if only cannabinoids had been utilized. So we made the decision to try and do something about it.

A year into chemo with Sophie, we were absolutely convinced that we had to do more to help people become familiar with how this plant can be used. We started our own company, which we named “CannaKids,” that is now a provider of a medical cannabis tincture brand in California as well as our 501c3 charity SavingSophie.org. We wanted to give patients access to this medicine, education, and financial support.

So, our journey began.

It was through the support of Ryan Lewis, and the incredible CBD oils he gave us access to, that contributed to how we effectively helped thousands upon thousands of patients. The partnership that we forged turned into a friendship that has been one of my most valued in the entire industry. Ryan consistently puts our family and our patients first . . . so to be able to support this book for him is truly an honor.

People have come from all over the world to California in order to get access to our products. Successes were so profound that they have led us to groundbreaking clinical trials with a world renowned-cancer research scientist, Dr. Anahid Jewett. And findings that we feel confident will help us not only legalize this plant, but guide us into a new age of how diseases are treated.

Now two years later, after studys of seventeen of our CannaKids patients in varying stages of disease, both young and old, the discoveries just keep coming. We have found that cannabis attacks and kills cancer stem cells, which chemo and radiation can’t even do. It also turns the NK Cell system back to when it was otherwise in a state of malfunction. The very system that protects us from cancer in the first place.

This has been a nonstop roller coaster of highs and lows for a very long seven years. But we are now working our way toward human trials with nontoxic therapeutics, which we believe will revolutionize medicine.

It’s people like Ryan, and the bravery of patients like our daughter, that have allowed us to be so successful in bringing this plant to the masses . . . and we won’t stop until there is access for all! If you have picked up this book, we applaud you! Welcome to the world of natural healing, through cannabis.
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Baby Sophie with her mom, CannaKids founder Tracy Ryan



INTRODUCTION


CBD (cannabidiol) is one of the most important medical and nutritional innovations of the twenty-first century. It’s been used safely for literally thousands of years, yet we are only just now unlocking its true potential. As the founder of one of the world’s largest bulk and wholesale cannabinoid distribution platform—GlobalCannabinoids. io—I’ve had a front-row seat for the multiple breakthroughs that CBD has experienced in the past decade, and also for the exciting innovations that are driving this product’s explosive growth across platforms. When it comes to CBD, it is no exaggeration to say that the breakthroughs that change how we understand CBD are coming on a near-daily basis! From medicine to skin care to personal care and beyond, CBD is poised to positively impact multiple aspects of our lives in the coming years. For some users, these impacts may be relatively small (such as greater ease in falling asleep, or pleasant and beneficial cosmetic effects). But for others, CBD stands to be absolutely life-changing.

There is tangible excitement to be felt when one is standing at the beginning of a revolution. These days, there is a growing number of people who feel that this is precisely where we are in the world of hemp cannabinoids. Each year, the funding for research into CBD expands. Physicians are choosing to become more educated about the benefits of hemp cannabinoids like CBD and are able to discuss treatment options with their patients. As an industry, hemp cannabinoids have expanded beyond a subset of “cannabis culture” to find a mainstream acceptance with CBD that now rivals any other supplements in the marketplace.

At the same time, CBD isn’t quite there yet. We still have a way to go, and I think we’re currently in a period of transition, because more and more people are discovering CBD every day and I believe it’s important to let research and facts guide our narrative. We need to guard against disinformation, exaggeration, and people just stopping by to make a buck—problems every new breakthrough faces but that especially plague the hemp community—and let the medicine that exists in the hemp plant speak for itself. There’s so much clinical research pointing to the effectiveness of CBD in a wide range of conditions that we don’t need to embellish . . . we need to explore. Breaking down what is fact and what is fiction—and what is yet to be discovered about hemp—is an important reason why I wanted to write this book.

I’m the kind of person who thinks that when consumers have all the information presented to them clearly, they will make sensible choices. That’s why I believe that, sooner or later, most American consumers are bound to embrace the benefits that hemp cannabinoids, like CBD, have to offer. If we can look past the long-debunked stereotypes and mistaken associations linking hemp to a singular cannabinoid (THC) that has mind-altering effects and look to the real, hard science—that hemp/cannabis has over 100 cannabinoids with medicinal value like CBD—then maybe hemp can finally obtain the status it deserves, an amazing plant that is truly crucial for maintaining and improving health.

[image: Image]

To cut right to the chase, the fictions about hemp/cannabis—and the hesitations that keep some consumers from educating themselves about it further—tend to stem from the fact that all hemp cannabinoids, like CBD, are from a cannabis plant. It is Cannabis Sativa, bred to have higher levels of certain cannabinoids like CBD. I don’t think there’s any good reason to skirt around this point. Instead, I say let’s tackle it head-on! The more people know about where CBD comes from, how it is derived, and what it can do, the more people will be willing to take the next step into improving the quality of their lives. Like we said, there are over one hundred natural chemical compounds, or “cannabinoids,” occurring in the hemp (or cannabis/marijuana) plant. Most consumers are aware that Tetrahydrocannabinol—or THC—is one of these cannabinoids and that it produces the “high” people feel when they use cannabis. Many people associate hemp or cannabis with the “high” feeling, when in all reality, hemp is much more . . . as we are now learning with CBD. It’s true that both CBD and THC are found in cannabis, and both have a three-letter abbreviation, but the similarities stop there! CBD is not psychoactive and produces no narcotic effect at all. You’ll never “feel high” by using it, no matter how much you take. CBD is in no way mind-altering and does not impair its users.

However, what it does do is decrease the amount of inflammation and cortisol in the body, which relieves anxiety, eases pain, relieves symptoms associated with the nervous system, the digestive system, and the immune system, and provides relief from irritating skin conditions. Less tangibly—but just as important—millions of users say it simply makes them feel better! And it does all of this while being extremely safe and nonaddictive. Side effects linked to CBD are almost unheard of yet tend to include things like mild headaches or nausea upon ingestion. This usually happens when the endocannabinoid system (don’t worry, we will get to that) inside our bodies has never been activated before. Best of all, because of the nature of its chemical composition and function, the human body does not grow accustomed to CBD—meaning that longtime users never need to “up their dose” to get the same effect they experienced when starting their treatment. Instead, CBD’s benefits stay consistent because the job of the endocannabinoid system is to create and maintain homeostasis.

One of the reasons I like being in the hemp business is that I get to be on the “leading edge” of all the explosive changes in the marketplace. New discoveries and innovation are driving the development of new products and remedies, which use hemp cannabinoids like CBD, at a dizzying pace. I can tell you from firsthand experience: if you want to work in an industry with zero excitement and a slow rate of change, don’t go into hemp cannabinoids! But for those of you in this space already, just know that while many Americans have yet to try CBD—or even to fully understand what it is—there are also millions who love what they have already discovered, and, just like you, they understand what a great thing this can be for people who are suffering from things that are currently untreatable with modern medicine. They know it, they like it, and they want more.

According to Forbes, CBD sales are expected to hit $20 billion by 2024, increasing as much as 700 percent in the year 2020. Clearly, that cat is out of the bag. Someone has discovered the positive effects of CBD, and more and more people are learning about its benefits in an effort to take control of their health in a natural way. As I’ll try to make clear in this book, that’s a very good thing—not just for me, but for the medicinal community as a whole and the thousands of patients who are still searching for relief from symptoms that modern treatments can’t seem to manage. I’ve sometimes been called a “crusader for hemp.” I’m not sure how I feel about that title, but I suppose there are different ways you can interpret it. I don’t think I’m a “crusader” if that means blindly following a cause, no matter what. (As I’ll emphasize again and again in this book, the evidence for hemp cannabinoids like CBD, is so strong that we don’t need to exaggerate its effectiveness.) With that said, if people mean that I want to advocate for bringing the restorative capacities of CBD to as many people as possible . . . then go ahead and call me a crusader.

If you’re new to cannabinoids like CBD, and are a little bit skeptical as to some of the claims you’ve heard, that’s OK! I’m here to win you over the right way—using peer-reviewed studies, data, and science . . . in addition to the compelling anecdotal stories about how hemp has improved people’s lives, literally all over the world.

If you’re reading this book and you already have a good knowledge of CBD, you might be wondering why it needs an advocate at all. On the one hand, I’d say that you’re right. Hemp doesn’t need anyone to brag about what it can do; it can speak for itself. However, it does need someone to clearly outline the truth of its ability to change lives. Each day, people using CBD for the first time are becoming evangelists for it. (As “one guy” in the CBD industry, it’s probably beyond my power to add to or detract from this effect!)

But on the other hand, there are unfortunately still forces that would like to see CBD adoption delayed as long as possible (if not permanently). Because of these forces, we need to make sure that we present all the facts regarding hemp and specifically CBD in the right way.

I think some of the resistance to CBD comes from people who may be well intentioned, but are simply misinformed about what it is and what it does. These folks can be converted . . . given time, of course. But there are also powerful, moneyed interests in the establishment that are going to push against CBD tooth and nail precisely because it does work so well . . . and across such a broad spectrum. Into this group I would place pharmaceutical companies currently selling medicines that do not work as well as CBD, on the conditions they are intended to treat, that carry a whole host of side effects that CBD does not. (Accessing traditional pharmaceuticals can also involve negotiating unaffordable premium costs and a whole host of other hidden costs involved in the healthcare industry, while CBD presents a more accessible and more effective alternative.) There are cosmetics companies that would prefer to sell consumers makeup and creams that give skin the appearance of health, while CBD can genuinely eliminate blemishes and give users evenly toned, glowing, healthy skin. These and other businesses will do everything in their power to discredit CBD, spread misconceptions about it, and convince consumers that it’s not something they want to get involved in.

Entities like private prisons and law enforcement can have a direct interest in ensuring that cannabinoids remain illegal.

And I can’t let that happen.

I can’t because millions of people—right now, all across the country—are experiencing pain that I know CBD can cure. They have health issues of all sizes that CBD can address. Some will use it to feel less anxious, sleep better, and reduce inflammation. Some will use it to correct more serious health issues. But whether someone’s issue is large or small, if a hemp cannabinoid like CBD can fix it, then I’m going to try to make that happen—and I’m confident that the thousands of other advocates for CBD across the country are going to help, as well.

This brings me to another issue CBD currently faces, which I feel I should note in the introduction so I don’t lose anyone. I call it: “What’s the catch?”

Put plainly, the ever-expanding list of things that hard science is proving CBD can do is just too much for some people to believe. I don’t blame anybody for having a healthy skepticism, especially when it comes to claims about products that can improve your health and appearance. We’re all familiar with supplements that haven’t lived up to their advertising claims. We’ve all seen claims about classes, or home gyms, or other self-improvement programs that were too good to be true. (I don’t blame consumers for being skeptical. America has a history of hucksters telling tall tales!)

But in our long history, we’ve also seen advancements like penicillin. Like sterilization and pasteurization. Like medical imaging technology and immunotherapy. We’ve seen innovations that did live up to the hype and provided a benefit to society so deep and profound that we wondered how we’d ever gotten along without them.

In short, sometimes advances and discoveries are not too good to be true. They’re simply true. They can improve our lives in dramatic ways and carry no significant downside or trade-off. I believe that CBD falls squarely into this category. Why? Because of the endocannabinoid system that exists within all mammals. Cannabis is made for us.

With its wide range of application, hemp/ cannabis and more specifically CBD have the potential to impact a large percentage of the population. Because of the variability of its effects—which are being researched by top minds around the world at this very moment—it has the potential to do a lot of good for general well-being, and for a select few its benefits will be absolutely life-changing. Its lack of potential for abuse or addiction, and its multiple delivery systems, mean that many people can start to benefit from using hemp cannabinoids immediately.

In this book, I’ll provide a guide to the research on CBD that has already been done, the ongoing discoveries and their potential, and the questions we need to ask to prepare for the future. We’ll cover the most serious conditions that CBD holds the potential to treat and include perspectives from leading medical experts. We’ll also look at the “innovators” in this space who have been researching and studying cannabinoids like CBD for decades. We’ll try to answer questions like “Who is conducting the best research?” “Who stands to benefit from advances in CBD, and how?” And, most importantly, “Who can we trust to provide impartial information on this revolutionary plant compound?”

In addition, I’ll lay out the practical steps to help ensure you’re accessing the best possible CBD products—and the most appropriate products for the condition(s) you are trying to treat. We’ll look at the different ways consumers use CBD, and how to figure out the kind of CBD delivery method that might work best for you. I’ll try to answer the most common questions people have about CBD. (And trust me: when it comes to CBD, there are no silly questions.) I’ll also provide more than a little “insider’s perspective” on what I think the future holds, and where I personally think CBD treatments are headed.

There’s no question that we’re living in a revolutionary time when it comes to medicine and technology. Historians hundreds of years from now are bound to find this period notable for its rapid advancements. Some of these advances come from new scientific discoveries and innovations, but other light-bulb moments come from looking at something that’s been around for thousands of years . . . and seeing it in a new way. Time and again, we are finding that cures and breakthroughs lie all around us, but we’re only now able to understand and access them.

Humans have been enjoying the benefits of hemp for thousands of years, both medicinally and with use in textiles, yet it has been purposely and solely associated with the “high feeling” due to the interconnected cannabinoids like THC. That ends here. That ends now.

In the twenty-first century, we’ve finally “cracked the code” to understand the awesome potential of hemp cannabinoids like CBD as medicine that can stand on its own. And, in my opinion, the most exciting thing about all of this is that we are just getting started. The journey into the future of hemp and CBD is going to be an exciting and dramatic one.

I hope I can convince you to come along for the ride.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE JOURNEY TO CBD
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Revolutions do not come out of nowhere. They do not occur spontaneously. Rather, they are the result of forces that have been at play for years—sometimes generations—often working behind the scenes. They are the result of embers carefully tended. Then when the moment is right—or the technology becomes advanced enough—they can ignite to usher forth great change. The story of CBD is an excellent example of how a long and winding road can lead to a revolution.

Humans have used cannabis for millennia, and this meant being subject to all the cannabinoids in cannabis, most notably THC. People who used cannabis found that they felt a pleasant “high” as well as a reduction in their pain. Many of them felt other pleasant effects, as well. Anyone could be forgiven for assuming that these effects were all one in the same, and not the result of a multitude of individual cannabinoids, each with their own properties, working synergistically with the body.
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Tiny sproutlings are lovingly tended and fortified so they can thrive in fields where they will often reach twenty times the height shown here.

While THC provides an intoxicating high, it is CBD that gives cannabis users their cessation of pain. CBD and THC are different from each other in many other respects, as well.

I think a great first step to understanding the difference between CBD and THC—and what makes CBD so revolutionary—is to understand how these substances interact with our bodies when we use them.

THE ENDOCANNABINOID SYSTEM

Ahhh, the ECS. The endocannabinoid system is what allows CBD—and the other cannabinoids naturally occurring in hemp—to return our bodies to homeostasis. It’s hard to fully understand how hemp cannabinoids like CBD work without getting a basic grasp of the endocannabinoid system. (Otherwise, it’s a bit like trying to understand how a record is played, yet never examining a record player.)

The endocannabinoid system (or ECS) is a neural system in your body comprised of neurotransmitters that bind to cannabinoid receptors in your central nervous system. Before we go any further, I must clearly state that the endocannabinoid system has some of the most prominent neurotransmitters in the body—all over the body—and should have been taught to us right alongside the cardiovascular system. It is a major system in the body, a lot like a conductor in an orchestra.

The receptors are present in your brain, and also in the more peripheral parts of your central nervous system. The endocannabinoid system is still being studied, but scientists believe it is very much involved in the regulation of things like pain, mood, and cognitive processes. This system processes and manifests the pharmacological effects of cannabis when humans use it (or an extract from it).
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The endocannabinoid system includes three basic components that help it do what it does.

The first of these is endogenous arachidonate-based lipids such as anandamide. Naturally produced by the body, anandamide’s name is taken from a Sanskrit word which means “bliss and delight.” That should give you a good clue as to its function! First discovered and named in 1992 by Dr. Raphael Mechoulam (look for more on him later), anandamide is a fatty acid neurotransmitter that impacts the central nervous system and the peripheral nervous system. Anandamide has been shown to govern things like memory, feeding behavior, and pleasure. Its receptors are sensitive to the psychoactive ingredient in cannabis, THC.

The second component of the endocannabinoid system are the enzymes that synthesize and degrade endocannabinoids. One example of these enzymes would be fatty acid amide hydrolase. This substance is shown to break down anandamide in humans. Because it is closely tied to the regulation of feelings like fear, pain, and anxiety, it is currently the subject of considerable scientific study. Another example of these enzymes is monoacylglyerol lipase.

The third component of the endocannabinoid system includes the cannabinoid receptors CB1 and CB2. CB1 is receptive to compounds found in THC, but its primary activator is anandamide. CB2 is closely related to CB1 but is found to regulate inflammation, irritation, and similar reactions. CB1 receptors are most commonly found in the central nervous system and in major tissues and organs. In contrast, CB2 reception tends to be located in the peripheral nervous system and GI tract, though it can be found in other locations, as well. There are many parts of the body where you’ll find both CB1 and CB2 receptors. However, note that CBD doesn’t directly trigger CB1 or CB2. Instead, it modifies the ability of CB1 and CB2 to bind to cannabinoids. CBD also impacts the ECS by enhancing the body’s natural levels of endocannabinoids.

As you might imagine, the ECS’s connection to our brains is very powerful. Both CB1 and CB2 are found within the brain, and the ECS has the power to stimulate the brain to regulate things like stress, mood, anxiety, and pleasure. It is also connected to the parts of the brain that can sometimes be impacted by neurological diseases like epilepsy and Alzheimer’s.
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Raphael Mechoulam explaining a quote regarding the potential of cannabinoids in everyday well-being.

The study of the ECS and the study of cannabinoids have always been closely connected. In 1964, researchers first isolated the psychoactive ingredient of cannabis, THC. You might say that the isolation of THC gave the scientific community enough to focus on. There was no call to quickly move to other components of cannabis (such as CBD). In fact, many scientists assumed that THC was entirely responsible for the salutary effects that cannabis users reported.

THC is a lipid. Biologists believe that the cannabis plant evolved it as a defensive measure against being eaten by predators, against UV light, and possibly against environmental stress. For many years, scientists thought they understood how THC worked when it produced its “high” effects on users. However, it turned out that they had more to learn. Scientists knew that cannabis and THC functioned thanks to a cellular receptor (present in all humans, on the surface of cells in many parts of the body). Scientists understood that when someone used cannabis—such as by smoking marijuana—the THC would bind to CB1 sites to produce a number of sensations (many of them desirable). Yet scientists were initially wrong in one major conjecture: they believed that CB1 receptors could only interact with THC molecules—that they were “custom built” to receive THC. But that wasn’t the case. As research continued, scientists found that CB1 receptors could also accommodate a number of other molecules.

At the same time, researchers also came to understand the importance of CB2 receptors. Unlike CB1 receptors, CB2 receptors directly impact our ability to manage afflictions like inflammatory diseases, autoimmune diseases, bowel diseases, arthritis, and allergies.
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Even before there was talk of simply incorporating THC into medicine, scientists were looking for ways to harness these receptor interactions.

In the 1980s, pharmaceutical giant Eli Lilly developed a “synthetic THC” drug called Nabilone, which was aimed at combating pain and nausea. While it did have some positive effects, the drug never caught on. This may have been because of its side effects, which could include substantial disorientation and dizziness. One study even found that Nabilone could increase pain when it was given to postoperative patients. (Because of these setbacks, Lilly ceased efforts to get the drug approved in the 1980s. However, it was later acquired by Valeant Pharmaceuticals, which eventually received FDA approval in 2006. Today, it is used to treat chemotherapy-related vomiting, fibromyalgia, and PTSD.)

Despite early disappointments, like Nabilone, research into cannabinoid receptors (and medicines to act on them) continued. As it did, new worlds related to CB1 and CB2 slowly began to open up. Scientists began looking more closely at the hundreds of other compounds that were able to interact with CB1 and CB2—including CBD. No longer simply a receptor for THC, CB1 was now understood to be a gateway for a whole host of interactions with different functions throughout the body.

By the early 1990s, researchers studying cannabis had identified even more counterparts to THC also present in cannabis. They collectively termed them endocannabinoids. N-arachidonoylethanolamine (anandamide, AEA) was discovered in 1992, and 2-arachidonoylglycerol (2-AG) was discovered in 1995. This additional research shed more light on the endocannabinoid system (ECS) and how it might hold keys to impacting our well-being and health. It was these innovations that laid the groundwork for much of the CBD research (and research into other cannabinoids) being undertaken today.
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Raphael Mechoulam details some of the essential fatty acids involved in hemp cannabinoid assimilation.

This is a very short primer on the endocannabinoid system, but many online resources exist if you’re interested in taking a “deep dive” and really understanding the nuances of its inner workings on a granular level.

It was important for the scientific community to discover the endocannabinoid system, and to grasp the basics of which constituent parts of cannabis acted upon it. However, the story of cannabis and CBD in the United States is not a strictly scientific one. I believe to understand how we got where we are today, it is also useful to frame the political, social, and legal history of cannabis products. As you will see, they are all much older than the country itself!


CANNABIS IN THE UNITED STATES


The first evidence of human interaction with hemp goes back thousands of years. (Historians aren’t exactly sure when humans first began foraging for and/or growing hemp/cannabis. Some have put it as far back as 12,000 years ago. Others estimate that it’s closer to 3,000 years.) However, to understand the relationship between humans and hemp, it’s important to note the relationship between cannabis and hemp.

In case the terms are unfamiliar to you, hemp is a kind of cannabis, one of three different varieties. What makes hemp special is that

1. It is incredibly useful for making things;

2. like other strains of cannabis, it can be bred to contain very high levels of CBD, CBC, CBN, and other beneficial cannabinoids that can bring balance, relief, and healing to our bodies; and

3. the THC content is very low, making it extremely difficult or impossible to use hemp for the purpose of getting high.

In the ancient world, hemp emerged as a prominent fiber for use in all kinds of products. During certain periods of global history, hemp was one of the most cultivated crops on the planet! Even today, many cultures still grow hemp primarily for its textile purposes.

At the same time, the earliest uses of hemp for medicinal purposes emerged in 2000 BC in India, where it was cultivated for internal use to treat illnesses of varying types. From there, word of its efficacy slowly traveled around the globe. By the year 100 or so, it had shown up in what we would today call “traditional Chinese medicine” as a cure for pain. (It is somewhat opaque as to where “medicinal uses” and “recreational uses” blended into each other in the ancient world.)

In the Early and Late Middle Ages, hemp remained a dominant material for making things like rope, sails on ships, and clothing. Then, with the emergence of the printing press, hemp-based paper became extremely popular. During this same period, several scientists and physicians of the day started to study the properties of cannabis (including hemp) in an attempt to verify some of the claims made about it. Some of these physicians deduced that cannabis held the ability to cure a wide variety of diseases and conditions. (I tend to be skeptical of the findings of these doctors, but some of the things that medieval physicians claimed cannabis could do—such as treat inflammation and discomfort—are, I must admit, among the same things we’d say it can do today)

By the time Columbus sailed for the “New World,” hemp was already a staple of the European economy. At various times, Italy, Russia, and other nations took turns being the “hemp powerhouse” of their day. European countries realized that hemp was important and planned to cultivate it in the lands they began conquering and claiming. Before it was ever cultivated in North America, the Spanish were growing hemp in what would one day be Chile.

In the 1600s, records show that British subjects grew hemp in Virginia for export back to England. (This is the very first report of cannabis being cultivated in what would become the United States.) This hemp was generally used for making rope. As the years went by, many prominent colonial-era Americans (not just George Washington) grew industrial hemp.

Throughout the 1700s, there was no general awareness in the United States that hemp belonged to a family of plants that could produce psychoactive, medicinal, and/or healing effects. However, that began to change in the 1800s, when Irish physician William Brooke O’Shaughnessy began conducting research on the medicinal effects of cannabis. His findings were printed in popular and academic journals of the day, and an interest in cannabis as medicine began to grow. By the 1850s, pharmacies and physicians in the United States began to offer cannabis and cannabis extracts in various forms.
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At around the same time, a market for recreational use also began to emerge. In cities like New York, Boston, and Chicago, parlors opened where customers could partake of cannabis, alongside opium and other drugs. Some of these establishments were located in “vice neighborhoods”—such as Chicago’s infamous Levee District—where cannabis-selling establishments sat side by side with brothels, casinos, and bars. However, in some cities—such as Boston, for example—accounts exist of cannabis establishments targeting upper-class customers in the city’s tonier neighborhoods.
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In their early months, hemp flowers enjoy drinking in the morning mists.

Hemp and cannabis, for a time, became a visible and open part of American culture. Hemp was an important crop used to make many useful things, and recreational cannabis was increasingly easy to find in urban areas. Until the year 1900, the reverse side of a $10 bill even portrayed hemp farming.

Yet as the use of cannabis had grown in the years after the Civil War, there came to be increased interest in regulating it. By the early twentieth century, this regulation began to take serious hold at the state level, with some laws passed requiring a physician’s prescription for cannabis. Other states called for it to be labeled to warn consumers of its potential potency, while additional ones passed legislation to have it categorized as a known poison! (Oddly, most of these states still allowed cannabis to be sold to consumers but simply required that the bottle containing it be labeled POISON.)

The first national law to have a serious impact on cannabis was the Pure Food and Drug Act, passed by the federal government in 1906. The stated goal of the Act was to fight mislabeling of products and allow the government to crack down on fraudulent producers that sold food that did not contain the ingredients stated on their packaging. However, the Act also mandated that all products containing substances deemed by the government to be potentially dangerous—alcohol, cannabis, morphine, and opium among them—would be required to list them on the packaging. These substances were not made illegal, however. Even so, it caused many food and drug producers to change the ingredients they used. (For example, many historians believe Coca-Cola’s decision to switch its active ingredient from cocaine to caffeine in 1903 was done in anticipation of the Act.) The Act also mandated that drug packaging contain dosing information to help consumers understand precisely how much they should take.

Some people saw the Pure Food and Drug Act as a first step down the road to an outright ban on intoxicating substances, including cannabis. Others believed the opposite was true; they reasoned that since the federal government had shown it was going to “step up to the table” when it came to regulation, then states would no longer feel the need to ban or regulate these substances themselves. From this point of view, the Act might even usher in a new era of tolerance and permissiveness!

A few years after the Act was passed, it became clear that this interpretation was wishful thinking.

In 1911, Massachusetts passed additional laws to further regulate cannabis, and in 1914 New York and Maine followed suit. There was an increasing tendency of states to categorize cannabis as belonging to the class of habit-forming and addictive drugs from which consumers should be protected. California passed laws restricting cannabis and in 1914 conducted the first known cannabis “drug raid,” confiscating a wagon filled with hemp in downtown Los Angeles. (Only a few newspaper clips reporting the historic drug raid still exist today. However, historians have established that there’s strong evidence it was made by a largely Caucasian police force against hemp producers of Mexican origin. Entire books have been written about the selective enforcement of antidrug laws to target minority communities. I will merely note here that cannabis shares this troubling history, and it goes all the way back to the start of cannabis enforcement.)

In the fifteen years following the California raid, ten other US states passed laws restricting cannabis. Mexico went “whole hog” and made cannabis illegal in 1925. (Though the Harrison Act of 1914 imposed strict new drug laws that were enforced during this period, it was limited to drugs derived from “opium or coca leaves” and did not further regulate cannabis.)

Then, in 1930, the Federal Bureau of Narcotics was created by President Herbert Hoover. Functioning as a department of the United States Treasury, the FBN was inaugurated largely to respond to concerns over the importation of large quantities of opium to the United States from Southeast Asia. However, the FBN also enthusiastically investigated Americans illegally growing or consuming domestic cannabis. At the same time, some of these Americans pushed back, arguing that their cannabis was being grown or consumed without violating a specific state or federal law. This situation culminated in the passage of the Marijuana Tax Act of 1937 (sometimes spelled as “Marihuana Tax Act”).

The Marijuana Tax Act did not criminalize the production of cannabis per se; it criminalized the production of cannabis without the paying of a new federal tax. It also imposed new taxes on physicians who prescribed cannabis, and pharmacists who sold it. Most domestic growers were content to pay the tax, though some resisted. (In one notable account, shortly after the Act’s passage, two men—Samuel Caldwell and Moses Baca—were convicted of violating the Act. Caldwell was sentenced to four years in jail, and Baca received eighteen months. They were the first men in US history ever to be convicted of federal cannabis crimes. Their relatively harsh sentences were meant to “send a message” that the government was serious about enforcement.)
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The Marijuana Tax Act also had another important effect: it placed the term “marijuana” into the general public’s lexicon for the first time. Though they might be familiar with hemp, most Americans had not heard the term “marijuana” before or, if they had, did not know what it referred to. (Of course, it didn’t help the cause of cannabis that the very first time many Americans learned about marijuana was in a negative context.)

Many historians have pointed out that the Marijuana Tax Act did not seem to be especially needed at the time it was passed. Though Americans were struggling through the Great Depression—and the federal budget was under great strain—the revenue that stood to be collected from the Act was relatively modest. Moreover, there was no large-scale public outcry for the government to “do something about” cannabis producers. Cannabis cultivation and use was not associated with criminal activity, and cannabis was not generally viewed as a danger to users.
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Thus, two other theories exist to explain why the Act was passed.

The first is that the FBN was simply seeking to grow its own budget. A new act to enforce would necessitate more agents, equipment, and funds. The FBN would have a basis to request all of these, and the agency itself would grow larger and more important. The second theory—which seems strange enough to have some truth to it—is that the Act was really aimed at hemp. A theory goes that a group of industrialists with links to the paper industry—among them, publishing tycoon William Randolph Hearst—was concerned that American-grown hemp would prove a cheaper and higher-quality alternative to the wood pulp currently used to print the nation’s many newspapers. Hearst had just invested in massive holdings in timber, with an eye to vertical integration. But if the news industry were to transition to pulp made from hemp, his new business edge would be lost. Some believe that Hearst and his associates used their wealth and powerful political connections to see that the Marijuana Tax Act was passed.

Whether or not Hearst was actually behind the Act and its passage, the result must have pleased him. Hemp production in the United States remained relatively low—with a few producers still electing to pay the tax—and hemp never found a way to compete as a fiber for use in newspaper publishing.

But powerful as Hearst was, global geopolitical forces proved even more powerful in the years to come . . .

When the US joined the fight in World War II, the need suddenly arose to produce large amounts of rope and sails for the war effort. This needed to be done quickly and affordably. Suddenly, hemp was back on the table! More than that: to the astonishment of many, hemp soon became positively patriotic. The government immediately lifted any bans on hemp production (though obtaining a tax stamp was still required) and encouraged farmers to plant the crop in propaganda pieces. The most infamous of these—the short film Hemp for Victory—sought to tug on patriotic heartstrings by claiming that the USS Constitution had hemp sails, that the pioneers had ridden in Conestoga wagons featuring hemp coverings, and that hemp had been the original, authentically American fibrous plant grown by the nation’s first farmers . . . before being pushed out by imported plans of “foreign” origin. Some of the claims in Hemp for Victory may have been partly true—and some were certainly exaggerations—but the desired effect was achieved. During the years American was involved in the war, a staggering 400,000 acres of hemp were planted in the United States. (By comparison, America currently plants about 130,000 acres of broccoli.)
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