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PREFACE, 2014


  THE AYATOLLAH’S OPIUM

  While this book was being written in the winter of 1979, the Shah of Iran fell and the sinister hawk-like face of Ayatollah Khomeini, in his black turban, white beard and scowling gray eyebrows, sent a Pavlovian shudder down the nation’s spine. He was the Imam America loved to hate. So, it was especially intriguing when that same sinister face was pictured in the December 15, 1979, New York Post beside several big baggies of opium, that most sinister drug.

  Earlier in the month, customs agents at Kennedy Airport had discovered four kilos of opium concealed in four hollow portraits of the Ayatollah, arriving from Shiraz on the way to the West Coast. In Canoga Park, near LA, Drug Enforcement Administration agents arrested three Iranians, and seized thirty-five pounds of opium and eleven more portraits of Khomeini. The next day, they proudly displayed the stash for reporters, and the image of the Ayatollah, and his opium was beamed straight to the hateful heartland.

  Neither the DEA nor anyone else puzzled over why anyone in his right mind would smuggle thirty-five pounds of smelly, oozy, bulky opium to America, in portraits of the Ayatollah, in the middle of the fifth week of the hostage crisis. Did these guys want to get caught? It seemed likely.

  The DEA issued grave warnings that a tidal wave of Iranian junk was heading for America. And. indeed, over the next six months, suitcases full of black opium and an influx of heroin hit the New York streets.

  The Iranian connection? Maybe. Law enforcement officials were quick to attribute a record 680-ton opium harvest in Iran to Khomeini’s Green Revolution, but it didn’t make sense. Since opium in Iran is planted in the fall and harvested in the spring, the bumper crop had to be in the ground before the Shah left the country. Was the Ayatollah’s opium really the Shah’s opium?

  Such is the winding trail of the Dragon.

  In the thirty-five years since Flowers in the Blood first appeared, some things have changed for the better—in the United States, finally, an emphasis on drug treatment, based on the disease model of addiction, has largely replaced the criminalization and condemnation of addicts as moral weaklings and nervous waste cases [see Chapter 8]. Other things haven’t changed at all. In 2012, HSBC, the very same Hong Kong Shanghai Banking Corporation that financed the Opium Wars [see Chapter 6], plead guilty and was fined $1.9 billion on charges of laundering money for Mexican drug lords and terrorist organizations including Al Qaeda. At the same time, the yellow peril of the inscrutable Chinaman [see Chapter 9] and threat of cocaine-crazed Negroes [see Chapter 10] were in the process of morphing into Mad Muhammadans. From the Ayatollah Khomeini to Osama bin Laden to the Taliban,1* all have been portrayed as the sinister face of the dope trade.

  But if you really want to know who started it all, go back to Hassan-ibn-Sabbah, the legendary Old Man of the Mountain, who lived in Persia (Iran) in the early twelfth century and was the leader of the Assassin Order, perhaps the most efficient terrorist organization in history.

  Like Khomeini and ninety percent of all Iranians, Hassan-ibn-Sabbah was a member—in fact, an early champion—of the Shiite movement, which since its inception has fought for the civil rights of non-Arab Moslems, the minority Aryan Moslems who live mainly in Iran.

  When the Turkish Sultan of Rum invaded Persia, Hassan’s Assassins, all innocence and blood in their white tunics and red turbans, staged guerilla raids that systematically killed him and all his adult successors, leaving a child on the throne.2

  According to Marco Polo, the secret of Hassan-ibn-Sabbah’s power over his Fedayeen was dope. In Polo’s account of his travels, he wrote that Hassan erected a pleasure garden, where fountains of wine, milk, and honey splashed and “the most beautiful damsels” sang and danced. The garden was a veritable Paradise, the original vision of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan [see Chapter 5].

  
    Now no man was allowed to enter the Garden save those whom he intended to be his ASHISHIN . . . He would introduce them into his garden, some four, or six, or ten at a time, having first made them. drink. a certain potion which cast them into a deep sleep. When therefore they awoke, and found themselves in a place so charming, they deemed that it was Paradise in very truth . . . So when the Old Men would have any prince slain, he would say to such a youth: ‘Go thou and slay so and so! And when thou returnest my Angels shall bear thee into Paradise, and shouldest thou die, natheless even so will I send my Angels to carry thee back to Paradise.’

  

  The fact behind the fairytale was uncovered by the linguist and orientalist Silvestre de Sacy, who argued that the word “assassin” originated in the word “Hashishiyah”—“hashish-eater” or, simply, “dope-fiend”—for in Hassan’s day, “hashish” was not distinguished from other drugs: hashish was cannabis, opium, and a wide variety of herbs; e.g., “dope.”

  It seemed quite possible to de Sacy that Hassan did initiate his troops with a drug (most likely a combination of cannabis and opium), to provide them with a vision of Paradise. Yet, even the sinister Hassan-ibn-Sabbah was not the true historical source of the Iranian connection. Opium came to Persia from the West, after being introduced in the third century AD by Alexander the Great. The Persians passed the poppy’s painkilling secret to their Arab neighbors, who were less enchanted with the magical substance. In fact, they were downright suspicious. Why? Because it was a white man’s drug.

  Undoubtedly, Marco Polo heard the legend of Hassan from Arabs who associated dope with those low-life Aryan Iranian Hashishiyah, who picked up the evil monkey from those insidious white Romans.

  Now, whose monkey is it? And who’s the monkey?

  —Jeff Goldberg, 2014


  
INTRODUCTION

  GOD’S OWN MEDICINE

  BY WILLIAM BURROUGHS

  Poppy field on screen . . . the petals fall like snow in the wind . . .

  Commentator’s voice: “The opium poppy has been cultivated for thousands of years and opium extracted from the ripening seed pods.” As he says this we see workers emptying little scoops of opium into a cauldron of water.

  “The juice drained from the pods is boiled and filtered to remove impurities, then processed into raw opium.”—Blocks of opium on screen—“And for thousands of years opium has brought relief to suffering humanity—suffering from the pains of sickness . . .”—persons in various costumes from togas to suits take opium in one form or another for coughs, colds, lumbago, toothache, leprosy, etc.—“The pain of old age . . .”—Old Chinese smoking opium—“The pain of grinding poverty . . .”—Indian farmers in a hovel wash down opium at dawn—“Or the pain of simple boredom.”

  Eighteenth century gentleman in chemist’s shop.

  Chemist: “Shocking night out sir.”

  Gentleman: “Yes indeed. Need a spot of laudanum.”

  Chemist: “Certainly sir. How much?”

  Gentleman: “A liter. Taking to my bed for the winter you know.”

  Chemist: “Of course sir. Very sensible of you sir.”

  Commentator continues: “Armies have marched on opium from Vietnam to Asia Minor a thousand years ago.” A soldier in Vietnam leans his M-16 against a tree and takes a shot . . . same soldier in Turkish dress washes down his ration of opium, dates, and brown sugar.

  “But long before the poppy was brought under cultivation and man learned to extract the opium, some intrepid experimenter must have eaten an opium pod, discovered its medicinal properties, and passed this knowledge along to apprentices. Here are the Unglings, a Cro-Magnon tribe 30,000 years ago. Homo sapiens like you and me—or the folks next door.”

  The prehistoric Unglings are in animal skins, carrying stone axes; one is old, suffering from rheumatism, hobbling along with the aid of a staff. They come to a field of opium poppies. The petals have fallen, and the pods are ripe and yellow. The old man can go no further. He sinks down among the pods. One hand rolls a pod in his fingers; there is a speculative look on his face. He bites into the pod, sucking the juice. He gets up and throws away his staff. Vigorously he directs the others as they gather pods.

  “Throughout the long cold winter the Unglings take refuge in a cave, cooking the pods into a thick black brew. It is a bitter potion, but somehow it makes it easier to endure the cold, the hunger, the endless search for food.”

  The Unglings pass around a gourd of opium solution. They shudder at the bitterness but then smile as the potion takes effect, and go vigorously about their tasks.

  “But unexpected things were happening . . .” A female Ungling, hands on hips, stands over a young male. She breaks into vituperative words. “What is she saying? Well I think we can all guess. . . . And now something else: as spring comes on and the last of the pods have been used, the Unglings are suddenly very sick. What is this mysterious illness that afflicts not only the old but also the young? Can nothing be done? The wise old Ungling has an inspiration. There must, he thinks, be some connection between the lack of pods and the illness. Young Unglings are dispatched. They return with pods. And soon the old man’s wisdom is manifest.”

  Over the years countless millions were to confirm the findings of the wise old Ungling, and to learn that opium affords relief from pain, discomfort, illness and fatigue, but exacts over a period of time the price of dependence. Four to six months’ daily use establishes addiction, and the sudden withdrawal of opium then brings on a spectrum of incapacitating symptoms: stomach cramps and diarrhea, watering of the eyes and nose, sneezing fits, restlessness and insomnia, weakness and prostration, hypersensitivity, spontaneous orgasms, and nightmares.

  Yet at the same time there is a feeling of renewal and increased health. Cocteau likened withdrawal symptoms to the spring flow of sap into the trees. And the author Thomas De Quincey wrote:

  “Jeremy Taylor conjectures that it may be as painful to be born as to die, and during the whole period of diminishing opium I had the torments of a man passing from one mode of existence to another. The issue was not death but a sort of physical regeneration, and a restoration of more than youthful spirits.” We all experience during our lives the comfortable stasis of habit, and the feeling of renewal and rebirth as a habit of mind or body is laid aside.

  This book covers the subject of opium from the earliest historical references to the present time. The recent discovery of opium receptors in the brain, and the body’s own painkiller endorphin, suggests that there is a preaddiction metabolism related to endorphin deficiency. The addict needs to supplement a vital substance insufficiently produced in his body much as the diabetic needs insulin. So the absurdity of penalizing a metabolic deficiency is now manifest. The writers are careful not to take sides. By simply presenting the evidence, they demonstrate the futility and wasteful folly of the police and jail approach to addiction.

  “Those who are ignorant of the past will suffer its repetition.”

  Prohibition did not stop people from drinking but it did deliver this country into the hands of organized crime. Undeterred by the dismal and expensive failure of Prohibition, reformers are still trying to legislate narcotics out of existence. The predictable result is thousands of addicts, a huge uncontrollable black market, and casualties from overdoses, hepatitis, infections, and poisonous street dope. And the attempt to enforce these unenforceable laws is costing the taxpayer billions of dollars. Methadone maintenance was the first glimmer of sanity in the antidrug hysteria that gripped America in the fifties and sixties under the able propagandizing of Harry Anslinger. And still newspaper editorials cite the growing number of addicts as reason for continuing with measures as unsuccessful as they are expensive. They are citing the failure of drug laws as reason to continue and amplify such laws. If something doesn’t work why go on doing it? Flowers in the Blood provides a fascinating documentation for a sane approach to opium and opiates.


  
PREFACE


  FLOWERS IN THE BLOOD

  My imagination was once so kindled by the perusal of a little book called the Opium-eater that I resolved to put its pleasing assurances to a practical test . . .

  My portion stuck fast as original sin; and I shortly lapsed into a disturbed slumber, in which appeared to me that I retained my consciousness entire, while visions passed before me . . . That one time I was soaring on the pinions of an angel among splendors of the highest heaven, beholding at a glance the beauty of their unveiled mysteries, and listening to harps and choral symphonies over which time, sorrow, and death have no power; and then my presumption was checked, my cleaving wings, like the waxen plumes of Icarus, were melted away, and I fell down, down, till caught in the bosom of a thunder cloud, from which I was again hurled, linked to its fiercest bolt upon the plunging verge of a cataract, that carried me down, frantic with horror, into the lowest depths of its howling gulf . . .

  Still I floated upon the frightful verge . . . till coming around near the north pole . . . an iceberg with its mass of frozen torrents came rolling in, and catching me in one of its dripping shelves, bore me through seas lashed by the hurricane . . .

  Being benumbed and paralyzed by the stiffening ice I fell from my trembling lodgement, and descending through the sea was carried by the wave of the submarine current quite within a little grotto . . . where a mermaid was gently kindling a fire, beneath whose reviving ray I soon felt each frozen vein and limb slowly tingling back to life—when as if to reclaim my bewildered thoughts, and sooth their delirious excitement this daughter of the deep raising her harp, struck one of those soft strains whose liquid flow melts into the heart like fragrant dew into the bosom of the folding rose.

  But scarce had the last note of this sweet minstrel died away into the listening stillness of peace, when a call loud as the summoning trump of the archangel, sent its rending thunder through the hollow caverns of the astounding ocean, and the rent tombs of the shaking earth, starting even death itself from his sleep. The sheeted dead went up from their watery graves to stand on the sea, while the earth, from precipice to plain, from shore to mountain’s brow, was covered with the shrouded myriads that had left their couches of clay.

  The sun with a changed, despairing aspect disappeared, leaving a huge darkened chasm in the heavens; the moon spun round and round and slowly receded from view, leaving another fearful blank in the blue vault; the planets fell from their places, and were quenched as they sank into the lifeless void beneath; and darkness in a thick palpable mass filled all space . . . The curling wave lay half broken on the shore; the torrent ceased to plunge from its wave-worn steep; the war-horse kneeled down and died; the monarch in his capital discrowned, stood pale and speechless; the peasant in his field called aloud on his forgotten God; while the imploring shriek of nations went up like the last wail of the ruined world.

  Rev. Walter Colton, 1836

  After two pipes I felt a certain drowsiness, after four my mind felt alert and calm—unhappiness and fear of the future became like something dimly remembered which I had thought important once. I, who feel shy at exhibiting the grossness of my French, found myself reciting a poem of Baudelaire to my companion. When I got home that night I experienced for the first time the white night of opium. One lies relaxed and wakeful, not desiring sleep. We dread wakefulness when our thoughts are disturbed, but in this state one is calm—it would be wrong even to say one is happy—happiness disturbs the pulse. And then suddenly without warning one sleeps. Never has one slept so deeply a whole night-long sleep, and then the waking and the luminous dial of the clock showing that twenty minutes of so-called real time have gone by.

  Graham Greene, 1951

  We’ve been on heroin a week now, Stuart and I. Seven days of voluntary illness. And how ill we feel . . . My personal view at present is just one made gray and utterly grim by heroin. The extraordinary thing is that it brings no joy, no pleasure. Weariness, above all. At most, some hours of disinterest—the world passing by while you just feel untouched. Even after the injection there is no sort of thrill, no mind-expansion nonsense, no orgiastic heights, no Kubla Khan. A feeling of oppressed breathing, a slight flush, a sense of strange unease, almost fear unknown . . . You doze, see a daft scene where someone throws something, jump with a sort of panic, and doze again. Hypnagogic hallucinations, they’re called. Itching and itching, you scratch and turn. Why should people take this stuff—not for joy. Only for an hour of sudden shafts of panic and itching.

  Dr. Ian Oswald, 1968

  A nineteenth century itinerant preacher on an eye-opening visit to Constantinople, a famous novelist doing fieldwork in Saigon during the Indochina War, and a young doctor laden with EEG wires and skin-conducture leads in a research lab in London: three different people, three different times, three different settings, and three distinctly different opinions of what it feels like to take opium—or, in the case of Dr. Oswald, opium’s potent derivative, heroin. Three distinct experiences, but all equally profound.

  How can a minute quantity of dried sap from the head of a poppy affect people in such disparate and powerful ways? Scholars, sorcerers, scientists, and poets have been seeking the answer to opium’s mystery for three thousand years at least. Fables and myths about opium began at the dawn of history, but the reasons for its strange effects on the mind and body have only come to light recently.

  By the early seventies, a handful of researchers scattered around the world had come to a startling conclusion: opium, and a wide variety of other drugs from LSD to aspirin, worked by mimicking endogenous chemicals—substances already in the body. Tiny shifts in the balances of these molecular human components govern not only how we feel physically, but also our mental state—who we are—at any given moment. And since the balance of chemicals inside the body can vary from moment to moment and person to person, drugs which mimic them naturally may produce widely variant experiences.

  Both LSD and psilocybin, the active ingredient in psychedelic mushrooms, mimic serotonin—a hormone that promotes wider connections between cells, a psychic explorer that carries long-range messages over the intricate time, space, and feeling networks of the brain. When tripping on LSD, the brain cells connected by serotonin transmission—particularly those clustered in the limbic system, the brain’s emotional boiler—are firing crazily, presenting a lot more pictures, information, and feelings at a much higher pitch.

  By far the greatest excitement in scientific circles, though, surrounds one group of body drugs, the endorphins (from endogenous morphine), natural substances with the same pain-relieving properties as opium and morphine. Dr. Avram Goldstein, a pioneering neurobiologist working at Stanford University, first speculated that such things existed in 1972. It took him and four other research teams in England, Sweden, and the United States three years to find them. He based his reasoning on then-recent discoveries about how nerve cells transmit messages.

  At the synapses (the microscopic clefts between nerve cells), chemical messages are exchanged in the form of minute bursts of four main impulse transmitters—norepinephrine (NoR), serotonin (5-HT), dopamine (dopa), and acetylcholine (ACh)—and about thirty auxiliary transmitters. These tiny pieces of protein are fired from one nerve cell across the synapse, and they fit like molecular keys into protein keyholes on the next cell. After turning the key these neurotransmitters either return to the mother cell for reuse or are broken down by enzymes. Increasing or decreasing levels of these transmitters forms an internal code that translates into consciousness as the primal signals friend/foe, fight/flee, pain/pleasure, sex, and intuition; at the same time they modify blood pressure, body temperature, heartbeat, nausea, and a host of other physical phenomena. The rate of fire of synaptic transmitter systems at any given moment pretty much determines what mood you’re in. Since opiates in particular decidedly modify a person’s moods, Dr. Goldstein suggested that “the places in the brain cells where morphine and similar molecules combine must be shaped to accommodate the morphine exactly as a lock accommodates a particular key.”

  But Dr. Goldstein and his colleagues also wondered aloud about the “bizarre coincidence” that keyholes should exist in the human nervous system for a chemical derived from the sap of the poppy. Clearly, some substance already in the body could produce the same effects. Where was it and what was it made of?

  Specific receptor sites for opiates—the morphine keyholes—were located in a pig’s brain at Johns Hopkins University by Dr. Sol Snyder and Dr. Candice Pert in 1973. The next major discovery took place in Scotland. At the University of Edinburgh in 1975, Dr. John Hughes vasectomized a few hundred mice and centrifuged a few hundred pigs’ brains into a thin soup. It seems the vas deferens, the tube that in male mammals conducts sperm from the testicles to the penis, is a structure that, unlike any brain structure, contains opiate-receptor sites only. (Biochemists are still puzzling over this.) Since morphine is a capital anticonvulsant, Dr. Hughes caused convulsions in the isolated mouse vas deferens tissue through electrical stimulation; then he dropped portions of pig-brain soup onto them, one-by-one, speculating that any that quelled the convulsions would be endogenous opiates. Results were inconclusive.

  And there it might have stayed but for a truly weird fluke. “About six months after we suspended the project,” recalls Dr. Hughes, “we came to clear out the deep freeze, and the technician asked me if we should throw the old hormones away. And I thought, well, perhaps we’d better just check them again. And a couple of the bottles that had proved negative before turned out this time to be positive.” Eureka! The body’s own morphine.

  Well, not quite. Hughes coined his own term for the substance, enkephalin (meaning “brain produced”), and sent a few precious micrograms down to Cambridge to have their chemical structure checked out, electron by electron. A young technician named Howard Morris had just perfected a mass-spectrometry technique to do just that. He was able to determine that the pig-brain substance alleged to have opiate properties was broken into two peptides (constellations of amino acids, just a few connections short of being whole proteins). Just three months later Morris was looking at another batch of amino acids with exactly the same molecular structure, only these had come out of human brains. No question about it. These were the body’s own opiates.

  Meanwhile, back in the States, independent corroboration of Dr. Hughes’ findings was emerging rapidly. At the University of California Dr. Huda Akil was trying electroacupuncture on rats and found that, yes, it could markedly raise their tolerance for pain. Suspecting further that this might be due to enhanced endorphin activity in the animals, she then treated them with naloxone, an opiate antagonist.

  Naloxone has been used for years to bring heroin-addicts out of overdoses; thirty seconds after a shot of naloxone all the effects of heroin disappear, to be immediately replaced by violent withdrawal symptoms: sweats, cramps, vomiting, even spontaneous orgasm. If acupuncture stimulates endorphins, and if endorphins work anything like opiates, then a shot of naloxone into Dr. Akil’s rats ought to have reduced their pain thresholds to normal, or even below. This it definitely did.

  Still, pain relief is only one of the many powerful experiences reported by opiate users. What would explain the wide range of other sensations, seemingly contained in this age-old drug? As research continued, scientists thought they had the answer.

  Endorphins are very complicated. There are at least three different kinds, each with different effects, and opium interacts with them all in subtle ways. Met-enkephalin seems mainly responsible for short-term pain relief. Beta-endorphin, a longer chain of amino-acids, seems responsible for long-term pain relief and some components of euphoria. Gamma-endorphin, on the other hand, heightens sensitivity to pain and promotes aggressive, suspicious behavior.

  The pituitary is the gland at the base of your brain that regulates your automatic body processes—heartbeat, sweating, sexual arousal, excretion—and your higher emotional and voluntary motor functions. We still don’t know a lot about it, except that it produces endorphins, among other hormones.

  In 1964 Dr. C. H. Li, researching the causes and treatment of obesity at the University of California at San Francisco, suspected that the roots of both compulsive overeating and plain genetic obesity lay in malfunctions of the pituitary gland. (He was proved correct.) In the course of his work, Dr. Li happened onto a class of pituitary hormones that appeared to have opiatelike effects, and another batch that produced precisely opposite effects.

  By 1972 Dr. Li had isolated a class of chemically similar pituitary hormones that he called lipotropins, meaning “affects fat.” One of these, beta-lipotropin, appeared to have conspicuous painkilling properties. Then Dr. Li’s work stalled. He was getting his beta-lipotropin from the pituitaries of camels, animals that enjoy a notorious indifference to pain of any sort. Still, Dr. Li had to mash up the brains of two thousand camels to get one milligram of beta-lipotropin, which was methodically awkward to say the least.

  But what about those nonopiate effects referred to by Dr. Li in his fat research?

  In 1976 Dr. David Kasten at the Veterans Administration Hospital in New Orleans began giving lipotropins to lab rats and observed some most unexpected effects: the lipotropins augmented the animals’ attention and increased their activity in low doses. Unscientifically speaking, the animals seemed to get smarter. Floyd Bloom at the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California, reported that in high doses rat reactions bordered on the supernatural: “We were totally amazed. The animal was doing absolutely nothing. Its sole behavior was an occasional wet-dog shake, an occasional sniffing of the air, and then lapsing into this vacant stare.” At the same time, though, the rat’s electroencephalogram (EEG) was scribbling wildly, “his head absolutely generating an entire village’s worth of electricity. The EEG pens were just wrecking off the paper, ink splattering everywhere. We just couldn’t believe that so much was going on in the head.”

  Simultaneously, researchers from all over began to report that their rats were learning things more quickly on endorphins (or enkephalins or lipotropins), retaining learned responses longer, and actually improving their appetites and their memories. In the Netherlands, Dr. Henk Rigter broke off a piece of beta-lipotropin that he found had the property of eradicating amnesia; and this piece, under mass-spectrometry, turned out to be molecularly identical to the pituitary hormone ACTH (adrenocorticotrophic hormone), known for years as a memory stimulator.

  The known properties of ACTH, which is conducive to alertness and hair-trigger reactions, are almost diametrically opposed to those of opium. It’s so much the mirror image of beta-endorphine that it can only be described as the body’s own speed.

  It turns out that endorphin and ACTH both emanate from the same elemental source. The source, as described by Dr. Dorothy Kreiger and Dr. Anthony Liotta, is a complete pituitary protein, a galaxy of a molecule they’ve dubbed pro-opiocortin. From bottom to top, here’s how it’s built: beta-lipotropin for appetite, melanocyte-stimulating hormone for skin complexion, met-enkephalin for short-term pain relief, beta-endorphin for pain relief and euphoria, and ACTH for attention, retention and response to environment. All these things appear to come out of pro-opiocortin in the pituitary and then are disseminated into the brain and the bloodstream, to perform their various functions.

  Even more curious, however, was the observation by Drs. Kreiger and Liotta that, in fact, these substances work so subtly that the time of day at which they’re administered to animals and humans can totally disrupt the results, as can the time of year. This may explain why Dr. Hughes’ enkephalins were inert the first time he tried them out on his mouse sperm ducts. Most tellingly, it is now obvious that the researcher’s own frame of mind—his or her expectations as the experiment is undertaken—can and does deeply affect the results.

  This explains wonderfully why opium can produce widely diverse experiences in different individuals, but it throws brain research into the same muddle in which particle physicists have been floundering for the last decade or so. When you’re dealing with matters as ineffable and evanescent as these subtle proteins—when the lab environment, the circadian rhythm, the immediate state of the organism or issues under observation, and the observers themselves can’t help but influence the study’s results—then you’re caught in what’s called the Heisenberg uncertainty principle.

  At this point, researchers have to start from scratch, rethinking their hypotheses, restructuring their experiments, turning their methodologies inside out and praying they get a little further on the next expedition before it all falls apart again. “The brain’s so complex,” Floyd Bloom concludes, “we might be able to figure it out by the year 3050.”

  One can only marvel at this vision of body and mind as a vastly complex chemical equation, interacting uniquely with the chemicals in plants like the opium poppy. We’ve been linked symbiotically, on a molecular level, man and poppy, endorphin and opium, since the first days of creation. “We all carry within us something folded up like those Japanese flowers made of wood which unfold in water,” Jean Cocteau wrote in 1924. “Opium plays the same role as the water. None of us carries the same kind of flower.” This being literally true, it’s only natural that opium has played a dramatic and varied role in the history of mankind—inspiring religious veneration, scientific exploration, the bitterest rancor and the sweetest ecstasies. We all have flowers in the blood, and this surely has everything to do with the story of opium.


  
ONE

  LEGENDS

  . . . in a Pagan land, supposing it to have been adequately made known through experimental acquaintance with its revolutionary magic, opium would have altars and priests consecrated to its benign and tutelary powers.

  Thomas De Quincey

  Confessions of an

  English Opium-Eater

  Opium: The three syllables sound oriental. They conjure up images of six-inch Mandarin fingernails rolling black balls of gleaming dope, and dark cellars lined with narrow bamboo racks inhabited by hollow-eyed coolies in various states of torpor and coma. But this is opium legend à la Hollywood and old-fashioned dime novels: villainous, slant-eyed and absolutely without historical foundation.

  Real oriental opium legends, like those current today among the Lisu and Lahu peoples on the Burma-Chinese border, are peculiar among myths. In one Shan State opium tale, a beautiful young woman, who had remained unmarried because she smelled bad, died, and an opium poppy grew from her grave. Others say it was an ugly, old woman who gave birth to the eerie flower. In either case, the opium-generating woman had been tainted, at one time, by contact with foreign men, specifically westerners: and that’s how opium-child came to the Burmese highlands. So culturally speaking these are new myths. Opium arrived in East Asia relatively recently, around A.D. 300, brought from Persia and India by Arab merchants. (It had been brought to Persia and India no earlier than 330 B.C. by Alexander the Great.) And its notorious endemic use in the Orient didn’t begin until the 1700s, when industrious European mercantilists turned a modest native herb trade into the most profitable big business in the history of commerce up to that time (see Chapter 6). The opium poppy is botanically native to the Mediterranean region and it is from this part of the world that the real opium legends originate.

  Consider, for example, a certain ceramic opium pipe that was recently unearthed on the island of Cyprus off Turkey, where archeologists estimate it had been buried for some three thousand years. Cyprus in 1200 B.C. was largely populated by the Peoples of the Sea, the old Greek sea-kings and their people, who fled south from a great barbarian invasion of the Peloponnesus. The people who smoked opium out of this pipe were the blond and blue-eyed legends Homer sang about, the Philistine giants Samson slaughtered with the jawbone of an ass in the Book of Judges, the grandfathers of Goliath. Consider as well two Bronze Age Cypriot vases, two thousand five hundred years old, housed at the National Museum of Naples. Both are painstakingly handcrafted ceramic capsule-heads of Papaver somniferum at the culling stage, detailed precisely with incision slashes; so detailed, in fact, that it’s obvious the Peoples of the Sea were employing surgical-quality culling knives to harvest their opium before 1100 B.C. They were not only smoking opium before the fall of Troy, but cultivating and trading it in their poppy-shaped vases.

  Nearly twice as far back, opium was known by the Sumerians of the Euphrates delta (in modern-day Iraq), as “Hul Gil”—the “joy plant”—and they used it to mend their ills. The Sumerians bequeathed the plant of joy to the Assyrians, who gave it the less poetic name of “lion fat.” Assyrian cuneiform tablets, circa 700 B.C. describe how, “Early in the morning, old women, boys and girls collect the (poppy) juice, scraping it off the notches with a small iron blade, and place it within a clay receptacle.” Seven hundred years later, Dioscorides, herbalist and personal physician to the emperor Nero, detailed the same poppy-culling process:

  
    For opium, slit the seeds with a small knife after the dew is well dried. The knife must be drawn around the crown without piercing the fruit within: then the capsules should be incised on the sides near the surface, and opened a little. A drop of juice will ooze forth onto the finger sluggishly, but will soon flow freely.

  

  And twenty centuries later the culling process still remains substantially unchanged, wherever opium poppies are grown. It’s still all done by hand, each poppy one by one, with the peasants crab-walking backward along the poppy rows, bent over double and slicing each capsule round about and up and down, capsule after capsule. They wear masks so they don’t get dreamy from the fumes. And when they finish a row, they go over it again, one by one, finger-drawing the white opium-ooze into clots. After it turns brown and tacky, they go through the rows again, crab-walking backward, doubled over, rubbing it into balls, capsule by capsule . . .

  The sheer labor of it all undoubtedly explains why there was no opium problem before the nineteenth century. Until canny Europeans devised plantation management schemes to more efficiently produce the drug, it was just too much hard work to foster anything like an addiction epidemic.

  The Babylonians also learned the art of poppy-culling from the Assyrians, and they passed it on to the Egyptians, who sent their loved ones to the spooky animal-headed magistrates of the netherworld with Cypriot-style poppy jars full of shepen or spenn, the better to argue their cases before the disorienting eye of Horus. The Egyptians cunningly started growing a powerful cultivar of it for themselves, Papaver rohas, and selling the prepared gum to the Phoenicians and Minoans, who moved it across the Mediterranean Sea to Greece, Carthage, and probably into Europe. The superior Egyptian product, opium thebaicum, was cultivated far upriver at the capital city of Thebes. The thebaicum trade boomed in the thirteenth century B.C., during the very peak of classic Egyptian culture—the reigns of the conquering Thutmose IV, the visionary Akhenaton, and the boy-king Tutankhamen—and continued long after they had joined the shades of their ancestors. The tombs of pharaohs from the Eighteenth to Twenty-sixth Dynasties (1600-600 B.C.) were decorated with paintings of opium poppies, mandrake, and the blue water-lily.* Egyptian doctor-priests included opium in their materia medica for a variety of ailments. A particularly poignant example occurs in the Ebers papyrus (1500 B.C.), in a chapter entitled “Remedy to Prevent the Excessive Crying of Children,” wherein they recommend:
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  “The Poppy Goddess, Patroness of Healing.” Archeologists speculate that this female deity, crowned with poppy pods, presided over an opium-smoking cult on ancient Crete 3,500 years ago.

  
    . . . the grains of the spenn-plant, with the excretions of flies found on the walls, strained to a pulp, passed through a sieve, and administered on four successive days. The crying will stop at once.

  

  So began the venerable tradition of dosing bawling babies with opiates—whether spenn and fly-specks or “Street’s Infant Quietness”—which continued uninterrupted from the time of the pharaohs to the reign of Queen Victoria.

  It’s clear that opium was known and revered by the ancients of the Nile. Egyptologists are puzzled, however, by a certain “oleaginous ointment” found in the tomb of an Eighteenth Dynasty nobleman: The ointment contained not opium, but morphine.**

  Yet, it was the ancient Greeks who first incorporated opium into their legends and mysteries. To them the poppy was a magical plant, inspiring a rich folklore long before it was used as medicine; a sacred plant to which were consecrated altars and priests, as De Quincey so perspicaciously intuited nearly a century before the first archeological evidence surfaced to support such a view.

  Since then, illuminating scraps of pottery, poetry and painting have surfaced which suggest that some of the first Greek dieties to emerge from primordial chaos brought opium along with them. Nyx (Night), and her son Thanatos (Death), were very appropriately portrayed wreathed in poppies and bearing poppies. Lucian of Samosata, who embellished on these spooks in the second century A.D.—before that, it would have been deemed profane to do so—presented Nyx and Hypnos sharing a rustic bungalow, surrounded by poppies. At dusk they would ramble about the countryside, followed by a flock of dreams, with jars of poppy-juice to drop in the eyes of sleepy mortals. Hypnos (Sleep), another of Nyx’s offspring, characteristically reclined on his couch in a dark misty cave on the island of Lemnos, brooding over the infinite variety of his sons, the dreams. One of these sons was Morpheus, after whom was named morphine.

  Greek heroes used opium for heroic purposes. Heracles, having murdered his family and been driven insane by the Erinyes, was ritually purified with opium, prior to beginning his Labours, by the semihistorical Eleusinian witch doctor Eumolpus. On the “Lovatelli” urn commemorating the event, housed at the Museo Nazionale Romano, Eumolpus is seen pouring wine over a sacrificial pig while holding a platter of poppy capsules. Theseus, slayer of the Minotaur (who also slew Eumolpus’ son Kerkyon, to become king of Eleusis and neighboring Athens), pacified Cerberus, Hell’s watchdog, with poppy-juice on his aborted raid to kidnap the spring-princess, Persephone, from her lover, Hades. Jason of Thessaly was an adept herbalist—the name translates as “healer”—well-acquainted with opium. He used it as a kind of Mickey Finn, sprinkling it on the eyes of the serpent guarding the Golden Fleece. And the fire which Prometheus stole from Zeus is described metaphorically by Aeschylus as both flower and drug. Prometheus concealed the “fire” in the customary manner of Greek herb-gatherers—in a hollow fennel stalk—and stole it from Zeus at a place called Mekone, which translates literally as “poppy town.”

  Opium is not really a drug of heroes, though. A tricky, subtle agent not very appropriate for butchery and rapine—and only efficacious in the treatment of illnesses when properly gathered, prepared and administered with exquisite craft—it was generally identified in the prehistoric world with women.

  Women appear to have presided over European culture for some five thousand years between the recession of the great glaciers and the institution of writing. The major accomplishment of women—in what is actually a remarkably brief span of time—was the accomplishment of this epoch: They developed the craft of clocking the seasons and growing live things, which included in time various plant-drugs. Earth goddess cults and female mysteries evolved naturally out of this nexus. People were already putting up mysterious windowless shrines to female deities along the Danube before 7000 B.C.: two-story temples for a typical waterbird goddess in Yugoslavia were lifted up on leg-like stilts, and were entered through rooftop passages shaped like swans’ necks.

  Toward the end of this epoch, the Minoans of Crete were honoring the Mother in multiple forms, from goats to snakes to plants. One of her effigies, dug up in the 1930s, was primly dubbed “The Minoan Goddess With Uplifted Hands” by her excavator, S. Marinatos—resolutely overlooking the three salient and robust poppy capsules sprouting out of her tiara.* Three feet high, sublimely eyeless with a Mona Lisa smile, the lady was found in proximity of a tubular, ceramic opium pipe in a windowless shrine furnished with nothing but a charcoal firegate. Devotees climbed in through a rooftop passageway.

  This primordial Cretan opium den owes its preservation to the tons of volcanic ash and earthquake debris that securely buried it around 1500 B.C. when the island of Thera, just over the Aegean horizon, blew itself to bits in a long dreadful series of fiery catastrophies. The prevailing southerly winds, carrying sulfurous death, almost entirely annihilated the Mother-worshipping Minoans, and carried in a grand invasion of Greeks from Mykenae on the Peloponnesus Peninsula, where Father Zeus presided. The Father seems not to have been entirely ill-disposed toward opium, since poppies begin appearing in Mycenaean ceremonial ware around this time.

  When the renowned Graecophile Tsountas dug up Mycenae in the 1880s, he found among the ladies’ baubles preserved there an assortment of poppy-headed needles fashioned of bronze, which he took for brooch-pins. Most of them being a good deal long for fixing hair or clothes, the needles were regarded with puzzlement for quite some time, until P. G. Kritikos, a pharmacognosist at the University of Athens, happened to look at them. Yen-hoks, he declared, was what they were, just like the old mandarins used thirty centuries later: you pierced a wad of opium on the sharp end, and twiddled it over the charcoal fire until the smoke bloomed. Some of the poppyheads were hollow, with twist-off tops, suggesting that the opium was most likely concealed inside them. Questions over whether the smokers were concealing their stash from somebody, or whether this paraphernalia accessory was invented purely for convenience, remain unanswered. The practice disappeared over the next two centuries, and Tsountas’ Mycenaean brooch pins are the last persuasive indication that anyone smoked opium for the next three thousand years, until the Europeans in the Orient rediscovered the practice.

  People more commonly ate opium in Greece, or drank it in various sacramental and medicinal concoctions. This practice continued traditionally in honor of the Mother, whom they called Rhea, Amalthea, or Gaia. Even Zeus-fanciers universally recognized her as the original source of life, and all the gods and heroes and plants and animals and people were in her womb before they were conceived or born. One of her more delightful manifestations was the love-goddess Aphrodite, conceived and born in the pearly surf of Cyprus—site of the opium paraphernalia described above. On Cyprus, they called her Kythera, and said she played on a sort of lute which we call a “zither.”

  Another accomplished zither-player was Helen of Troy—generally held to be Aphrodite in her formal roles of witch, sex object, and maker of cuckolds. After Troy fell, around 1200 B.C., and King Menelaos of Sparta, the cuckold, reclaimed her from her ravisher Paris, Helen settled down domestically as zither-player and herb-healer in Menelaos’ palace. Ten years later, Telemachos, son of the long-missing Odysseus, arrived there in a state of profoundest depression. To brighten things up a bit, says Homer (The Odyssey, c. 700 B.C.):

  
    . . . it entered Helen’s mind to drop into the wine that they were drinking an anodyne, mild magic of forgetfulness. Whoever drank this mixture in the wine bowl would be incapable of tears that day—though he should lose mother and father both, or see with his own eyes a son or brother mauled by weapons of bronze at his own gate. The opiate of Zeus’s daughter bore this uncanny power. It had been supplied her by Polydamna, mistress of Lord Thon, in Egypt, where the rich plantations grow herbs of all kind, maleficent and healthful; and no one else knows medicine as they do, Egyptian heirs of Paian, the healing god. She drugged the wine, then, had it served . . .

  

  Homer is describing opium, or nepenthe as the Zeus-born Helen called it, and the name surfaces elsewhere in myths as a magic draught conferring easiness of mind, general disinhibition, and a calm, airy reverie of benevolence toward all the world.*

  Helen was clearly a minister of the primordial All-Mother, who by Homer’s time had acquired the name of Demeter. She presided over perhaps the greatest religious tradition ever, flourishing unbroken from before the Homeric Age to around A.D. 400, when the Christians finally wiped it out. It was called the Eleusinian Mysteries, a complex scheme of seasonal rites, feasts, fasts, anointments and shrivenings that filled the calendar with special significance.

  The central occasion was the “ravishment” every autumn of Persephone, the daughter of Demeter, by Hades, Lord of the Underworld. This happened near the beginning of November. The lady was swept away by Hades while out gaily gathering the “hundred-headed narkissos,” associated in Greek herb-lore with narcotic plants in general. Every November this would happen, causing All-Mother Demeter in her bereavement to blight the earth with killer-cold, so that all froze, nothing grew, and misery reigned everywhere. All winter she’d wander the earth seeking surcease of sorrow, and every winter on a dim, depressing day in early February, she would find it, magically, in the form of an early-blooming poppy. Or so her devotees firmly believed. On that day, every year, they would gather at Agrai near Athens to eat a little opos—congealed poppy-juice—and by heaven, things not only looked better, they got better. Within a couple of weeks the first balmy rush of spring breezes would always eddy down brightly out of Thrace. Demeter’s opium fete at Agrai also featured a special ritual in which the male congregants would pretend to give birth to effigies of babies. And what became of this sublime orthodoxy? Christian censorship was brutal and efficient. Opos-day is now celebrated as Groundhog Day.

  The Mysteries of Demeter also involved, once each autumn, another ritual drug called kykeon, the source of the ultimate illumination: a solution of pennyroyal mint and water, sprinkled with a purple grass rust, claviceps paspali. Paspali is closely related to the rye rust claviceps purpurea, from which Dr. Albert Hofmann in Switzerland first derived LSD-25 during the Second World War; in 1976, at the suggestion of mycologist Gordon Wasson, Hofmann tried a few micrograms of paspali and rated it about one-twentieth as potent as LSD, affording a four-hour trip that would have been sublimely suited to the purposes of the Eleusinian Mysteries. Having journeyed deep into their earthly selves on opos in the winter, the fall paspali ritual must surely have provided Demeter’s followers with a most cogent experience of rebirth.

  By around 600 B.C., though, a change of consciousness was fulminating in ancient Greece, toward reason and away from magic altogether.* This change was exemplified in a second tradition which eventually overshadowed the magic of the powerful poppy goddess. This was the tradition of male medicine, and it began with the mythical leech, Aesculapius.
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  Depicted here holding a bouquet of poppy capsules, the mythical healer Aesculapius was the avatar of a cult of doctor-priests who dosed their patients with opium and henbane and diagnosed illness on the basis of dreams.

  His story takes us again to Agrai, where the opium fair of Demeter was annually celebrated. Agrai was also the hunting preserve of the goddess Artemis. She was a virgin, immortally, a fact that didn’t seem to faze her handsome mortal consort, Hippolytus. He loved nothing more than hunting, or, more aptly—since Agrai is a place curiously bereft of animals but richly abundant in herbs—taking drugs with Artemis, and he spurned the love of mortal women. This enraged Aphrodite, who inspired his stepmother with a fierce passion for Hippolytus. When he rejected her, she committed suicide and left a note telling his father King Theseus that Hippolytus had “ravished” her. This so enraged Theseus that he prayed to his father, Poseidon, to avenge the alleged obscenity. So one day, when Hippolytus was driving his horses near the sea, a giant bull charged out of the water, the horses bolted, Hippolytus was toppled out of his chariot and dragged to his death.

  Enter Aesculapius, persuaded by Artemis to bring Hippolytus back to life, using the magical simple shown him by a serpent in a cave on Thessaly. This he did, which so outraged Zeus that the All-Father zapped the meddling leech with a thunderbolt, dispatching him forthwith to Hades.

  Similarities in setting and action between this tale and the earlier myth of Demeter, Persephone, and Hades are everywhere apparent, only here the dead soul is restored to life not in the symbolic belly of a woman, but through the healing arts of a doctor. No specific formula for Aesculapius’ magic bullet is offered. It is, rather, the Drug, that which alchemists would later call the elixir vitae, the “water of life,” whose formula no man would ever know, as it was beyond all knowing. Yet there must have been someone, perhaps a zealous student of Aesculapius, who was sure he knew the formula, just as centuries later alchemists and then doctors were sure: the universal panacea was opium. This deduction was well supported: statues of Aesculapius were crowned with poppy capsules.

  Aesculapius became the avatar for a cult of doctor-priests, touted as the best in ancient Greece. At shrines honoring him, the first ethical sanitaria were built. One at Epidamos was constructed underground, with the interior designed like a mole hill—apparently in literal homage to Aesculapius, whose name translates as “mole.” His most famous hospital, however, was on the island of Cos. There, on the first night of their stay patients were given an infusion of opium—probably garnished with belladonna—and then retired to the main ward to stretch out on the bloody skin of a freshly-slaughtered ram, to sleep and dream. On the basis of their dreams the doctors would prescribe the proper course of diet, baths, massage and drugs to make them well.

  Without changing their basic procedure, the Aesculapians by the fifth century B.C. had evolved and recorded a remarkably sophisticated body of medical knowledge, incorporating the common-sense benefits of good diet, sleep, exercise, cleanliness and a healthy sex life, as well as treatises on surgery, and the identification and preparation of plant drugs.

  In deference to his widespread influence, these various writings of the Aesculapian faculty are generally attributed to one avatar, Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine. Called by Plato the “Aesclepiad of Cos,” the original Hippocrates was born around 460 B.C. in the shadow of the Cos sanitarium, the son of a humble doctor Herakleidos, but heir to all the healing magic of the mythical Aesculapius himself. Between travels to Thessaly and Thrace, Egypt and Libya, he delivered lectures at Cos beneath an old gnarled plane tree, in which he explained how, under planetary influence, the Four Humours—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile—give rise to the Four Tempers—sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric, and melancholic. He urged his students to carefully observe their patients—“Those with physiques that are fleshy, soft and red, find it beneficial to adopt a rather dry regimen”; to carefully examine their excreta—“Urine, stools, sweats, by the manner in which they supervene, show whether the disease will have a difficult crisis or an easy one”; while amusing them with such pithy clinical observations as—“Eunuchs neither get gout nor grow bald”*; and instructing them on the use of plant-drugs, including the poppy:

  
    For sleep, opium, the dose of one round Attic lekiskion . . . Grind the juice of the poppy with a little water, filter, and kneading with flour bake into a cake. This is rinsed with boiled honey and . . . served to the dropsical. Well-diluted sweet wine or hydromel should be taken immediately after. You may collect the poppy plant and preserve it for medical emergencies.

  

  To Hippocrates, opium was less a magical drug than a nutritional supplement, a food of sorts, that would restore balance to a body whose humours were out of proportion. He distinguished between white, fire-red, and black, and unripe, ripe, and baked poppies, specifying opium’s usefulness as a narcotic and styptic in treating internal diseases, diseases of women, and epidemics.

  Throughout the Roman Epoch, the Aesculapians of Cos remained the most famous of physicians. There, as in Greece, hospital shrines were erected to Aesculapius, but the sanitarium at Cos remained the state of the arts. Cos was the birthplace of the physician Xenophon, who broke his Hippocratic oath to poison his patron Claudius. The Emperor Nero favored Cos as a drying-out spa; the place so pleased him that he had several statues of the venerable leech recarved in his own megalomaniac image.

  
    Opium is the strongest of the drugs which numb the senses and induce a deadening sleep; its effects are produced when it is soaked in boiling water, taken up on a flock of wool and used as a suppository; at the same time some can be spread over the forehead and in the nostrils.

  

  The last of the great Aesculapiads was Galen, to whom are ascribed these instructions on the correct application of an opium suppository. Galen was schooled at a shrine to the mythical healer in far-off Mysia in Asia Minor sometime around A.D. 140. Today, he is often mentioned alongside Hippocrates as a forefather of modern medicine, but five centuries separated the two men, and they were very different. The old physician of Cos bequeathed “rational” common-sense medicine to the world, despising the notions of magic; Galen bequeathed “scientific” medicine to the world, and opened the doors of magic again.

  On the surface, Galen’s life was quite conservative. An apt student, he worked hard learning his healing skills, often mending wounds and setting bones far into the night. (There was always plenty to do: His shrine’s high priest kept a stable of gladiators.) He journeyed to the great center of learning at Alexandria in Egypt, to specialize in the anatomy of the African monkey. Numerous simian vivisections led to his first great discovery: Blood, not air, flowed in the veins. His prospects assured, he returned to Mysia as a team-doctor for the high priest’s gladiators; traveled to Rome in A.D. 161, cured the old philosopher Eudemus, developed a wealthy clientele, and was admitted to the illustrious court of Marcus Aurelius.

  Yet this is also Galen: crouched over a smoky cauldron, muttering gibberish incantations, glaring at dusty maps of Heaven and Hell, scratching kabbalistic symbols and cryptic notes in a ponderous yellowed book, absolutely convinced that by these means, soon, very soon, the magical drug that the serpent gave to old Aesculapius, the elixir vitae, would be his.

  Galen the alchemist began the science of combining plants and other substances, according to a carefully prescribed set of principles, in an effort to enhance their properties; today we call this science pharmacology. These compounds, or “galenicals,” were developed on the basis of a universal law which he derived by lining up Hippocrates’ Four Universal Humours—phlegm, black bile, yellow bile, and blood—alongside Aristotle’s four Universal Elements—earth, air, fire, and water—and thumb-shuffling a bit with the four Universal Qualities—dry, wet, hot, and cold. This was not guesswork. This was solid, deductive, scientific, irrefutable. But however sophisticated the thinking behind it, Galen’s Universal Law simply amounted to this: “Contrary cures contrary.”

  Using this system Galen classed opium as a cold, earthy drug which worked by impairing the vital heat of the heart and blood. Its operation on the brain was secondary. Galen called the action of opium “frigorific,” because it “congealed” the vital heat. Hence, it would be most effective for those with too much hot, expansive blood (we might call this condition high blood pressure today), and those with a surfeit of choleric humours (from a hairtrigger tendency to fly into rages; or from cholera, a disease for which opium remained the best specific until the twentieth century).

  Sometimes, though, it worked too well at congealing the vital heat. Among his case studies, Galen wrote of a patient reduced to the last stage of Coldness by an overdose of opium, whom he had saved with an emetic, followed by “a strong light-colored fragrant wine.” This worked better than anything else before the opiate-antagonist naloxone was invented in the 1960s (see Chapter 12). The same technique was used to save the love-struck Hector Berlioz in August 1833, when he gobbled a deliberate laudanum overdose in the presence of one Harriet Smithson to convince her of his affections. Subsequently he composed his “Symphonie Fantastique.”
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