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Dedication


In loving memory of my dearest father.


This heartfelt dedication is tenderly bestowed upon the memory of my father, who departed just days after Patrick and I completed the initial draft. Though he couldn’t witness the final transformation, his unwavering presence breathed life into every page. More than a father, he was my cherished companion, confidant, and guiding light.


Through trials and triumphs, his belief propelled me, shaping who I am today. He persuaded me to share this profound story, so that others may embrace the healing of the medical cannabis revolution. Dad, I am forever grateful. Your enduring spirit shall forever reside within the depths of my heart.









Introduction


On Privilege


When I began this book project back in the summer of 2018, the world was a very different place.


Thirty-five states had already established medical cannabis programs, and there was talk of legalizing cannabis on a federal level. To our north, Canada had become the first G20 country to legalize recreational use, and to our south, Mexico’s Supreme Court declared that laws prohibiting responsible adult use were unconstitutional.


We had just opened our first dispensary in Plymouth Meeting. The city of Philadelphia was still buzzing from the Eagles’ 41–33 Super Bowl win over the Patriots, and we had no idea that in another five years we’d be in the Big Game again, only to face a very painful loss to the Kansas City Chiefs.


Greta Thunberg hadn’t yet won a Nobel Peace Prize, but she had started skipping school to protest emissions limits—raising awareness of climate change and inspiring students all over the world to follow suit.


George Floyd and Breonna Taylor were still alive. Their 2020 murders hadn’t yet sparked global protests over racism and police brutality.


A US president had never lied about the dangers of a global pandemic that would claim 400,000 lives in his term alone, while also leaving millions unemployed, crippling the economy, and shutting down the country for almost two years.


We had not yet come to know of Sha’Carri Richardson or her potential … and the track star had not yet missed the Olympics because of a monthlong, cannabis-related suspension from the sport.


I had just turned thirty-four, and was living a dream life in south Philly. I’d been working for about a year in a high-level role at Ilera Healthcare, a medical cannabis start-up, and though the days were long and challenging, I was thrilled about my foray into this brave new frontier. The world felt like my oyster, and I felt grateful for that privilege.


Then, on the morning of October 22, my phone started buzzing earlier than usual. I grabbed it from the night-stand, blinking myself awake to what otherwise would have been a beautiful, ordinary fall morning in the city.


As Ilera’s founding COO, I was used to getting urgent, early morning phone calls. But this, somehow, felt different even before I picked up. And when the voice on the other end started talking, I soon realized I wouldn’t get the privilege to enjoy the weather, or much of anything else that Monday: Our Google Information page had been hacked; our contact information replaced. Patients seeking our help, our guidance, would instead be unknowingly risking their medical cannabis cards by calling a black-market drug dealer who had pirated our Google page.


It was a full-blown, all-hands-on-deck emergency that, despite our best efforts, would soon blossom into a near catastrophe for our small, determined start-up.


We scrambled to fix the problem and form a response. One of our staff volunteered to alert our Facebook community to the fraudulent information. In doing so, he made two posts. The first was a screenshot showing the fraudulent information that had replaced ours on Google, and a warning that stated: “Don’t jeopardize your right to use medical marijuana. Medical marijuana can only be sold through approved dispensaries with a valid medical card.”


The second post, though, is where things started to unravel. Our well-meaning employee used an image of a police badge with the text, “medical marijuana is a privilege not a right.”


Privilege.


One word that conveys so much—and, in this case, conveyed the wrong message entirely. Because access to safe, affordable cannabis-based medicine is a right—not a privilege.


And I believe the employee who made those posts, in his heart of hearts, knows that. He believes that, deep in his heart.


I believe he’s eternally grateful for the work that was done by so many advocates; that has been done on the backs of so many people who suffered to bring a medical cannabis program to the state of Pennsylvania. He’s one of the most gentle, selfless, committed people I’ve ever had the privilege to work with—and I still think that today.


But he was horrified, outraged, to see a bad element try to take advantage of that work. And it was an unfortunate mistake that, in the heat of that horror, that outrage, he misused one word. It was also unfortunate that back then, our team was so small we didn’t have the right in-house marketing processes to vet the post and catch that simple mistake, that one word:


Privilege.


That word changed, twisted, and corrupted the message he was trying to communicate—much like that drug dealer corrupted our information. Because privilege, according to the Cambridge Dictionary, means “an advantage that only one person or group of people has, usually because of their position or because they are rich.”


And what was heard; what was inadvertently screamed out to people, was that we advocated the use of law enforcement to perpetuate the war on drugs. That we advocated the use of medical cannabis only by privileged people.


So let me state something again, categorically: Every patient has the right to access their medicine. They have the right to live in health and wellness. Medical cannabis is a right—not a privilege—that many people have fought for; that many people have died for.


And as far as privilege is concerned, I want to state something else categorically: I was given the privilege to be able to humbly contribute, albeit in a small way, to the medical cannabis program through Ilera’s work to win one of the five vertically integrated cannabis cultivator, processor, and dispensary operator licenses in Pennsylvania.


Only a few years ago, I never could have imagined that I’d be at the helm of a pioneering medical cannabis industry in Pennsylvania. But life takes you to unexpected places—and as we gain new insights and knowledge, the assumptions, attitudes, and opinions we’ve formed along the way are subject to change.


And one of the words that kept coming up during the first year of this life-changing and paradigm-shifting experience—and again when I began this book—was privilege. I feel like I have been blessed with many privileges throughout my life—including my journey with my family, my upbringing, education; the cutting-edge research I’ve done in biochemistry; the work I’ve done in pharmaceutical business development, and especially in my work as a founding operator of the medical cannabis program.


In the time since those early days with Ilera Healthcare, I had the privilege to help take the company through a very successful, multimillion-dollar sale to TerrAscend. Shortly thereafter, I was privileged to be onboarded as the first US CEO of a new Australian biopharmaceutical company called Zelira Therapeutics. In 2021, I was asked by the board to simultaneously take on the role of global managing director, and I feel privileged to remain in that dual role today.


It seems odd, then, that the word “privilege” would cause so much trouble in October 2018—trouble that even included a short-lived #BoycottIlera movement back when that Facebook post hit cyberspace. But that’s because privilege has historically—and repeatedly—been used to deny the rights of others. And without careful navigation, the waters where the two intersect become treacherous.


In 2017, Ilera Healthcare became one of the first medical cannabis grower-processors licensed to operate in Pennsylvania under the state’s new Medical Marijuana Program. I was privileged to be an integral part of its journey; a privilege that also cleared a path for me to achieve some of my greatest dreams: doing science and bringing good medicines and products to life. The experience has positioned me to stand at the cusp of a new frontier in pharmacology and medical care.


This book is an attempt to chronicle part of that journey—both in my own life and in the process of building a new medical cannabis program—as well as tell some of the stories I’ve shared only (to this point) with people very close to me. In fact, if this book had an alternate title, it would be “My Cannabis Experience: Stories I’ve Shared Only with Friends.”


What’s interesting to me, though, is that as I started to tell those stories, my friends and family helped define my understanding of my experiences. They helped me to frame my words … and those stories went from just living in my head to becoming the chapters of this book.


Although my story takes the form of a business memoir and traces my journey to understanding the promise and value of cannabinoid-based medicines, I found I couldn’t write about that part of my experience without also including my contemplations of and engagement with the cannabis climate in which we live. So Seeds of Hope explores the experiences I’ve had as the founding COO of a medical cannabis start-up in the very strange and restrictive US climate, but also explores some of my thoughts into the history, philosophies and social constructs that have wrongly driven our cannabis journey, both as a country and as a global community.


And I want to specifically point this work toward the non-White, minority communities in the United States; people who look like me; people who have been directly affected by the war on drugs. This conversation would have been very difficult to have a few years ago; in fact for me, it would likely not have even happened just a decade ago.


But today, because I was privileged to have a series of experiences that flipped my thinking 180 degrees on a host of perspectives around my understanding of cannabis and the issues surrounding it, I feel it is my responsibility to put my thoughts and findings on paper. I hope that in doing so, I inspire more people to explore their personal understanding of cannabis. And I also hope that new understanding inspires them to challenge their thinking and perspectives where necessary; seek clarity around the issues; and participate in the push for research, scheduling reforms, and political reconsiderations not just around cannabis, but other therapeutic agents and natural compounds as well. We have opened the door onto a new world of therapies and medicines that hold great promise for the future of medicine and mankind alike. Now we must ensure it stays open, so that everyone may walk through and explore.


And as I stand at this doorway, I feel very privileged (and very grateful) to be a part of it all.









CHAPTER 1


“Remember the Child of Whom You Are”


“Igbo.”


It’s a slang term for cannabis that I heard frequently while growing up in the city of Jos, Nigeria.


Loosely translated, igbo1 means weed, and in Nigeria it’s used to refer to everything associated with the cannabis plant—from the hemp fiber extracted to make fabrics and rope to the cannabis buds selected for both medicine and recreation.


It was here in Jos, a city of about 900,000, that I first saw cannabis. I was sixteen at the time, but unlike most kids my age, I did not even know what I was looking at.


You might think that’s pretty naive, but you need to understand that I was raised in a strict Baptist family, and I (mostly) toed the line. Although I could be an obnoxious kid, my parents did their best to steer me clear of trouble and bad influences—and I did my best not to disappoint them.


You see, in my culture, Yoruba—one of the largest ethnic groups in Nigeria—the oldest child carries a lot of weight on their shoulders. I was expected to be a moral beacon for my younger siblings and to provide them with an example of true leadership.


“Remember the child of whom you are,” my parents and elders would say. As a child, I thought it was simply a family saying, but I as grew older, I realized it is a cultural mantra. It essentially means, “Your name is your biggest honor. Your actions can bring honor or dishonor to your name. Don’t bring dishonor.”


One of the things that could bring dishonor was being associated with cannabis. The youth of my generation grew up surrounded by antidrug messaging that all but painted the cannabis plant as evil incarnate—second only to a capital offense. Much like America, Nigeria has been gripped by its own war on drugs, and one of the most-repeated messages is the same in both countries: cannabis is a gateway drug.


As in many other countries around the world, cannabis is illegal in Nigeria. And even though a medical cannabis bill was introduced in 2020, it hasn’t made much headway. The production, distribution, and use of cannabis are considered criminal offenses, and the sentences are harsh. Simple possession can land you in jail for up to four years—even for just a tiny amount. Kids under seventeen caught with cannabis face a fine and detention in a youth facility. If you sell or grow cannabis, you face life in prison.


You can imagine, then, why I took the antidrug messages to heart. The threat of being sent to a detention center—not to mention the shame it would bring to my family—were more than enough to keep me in line. Which is why, at sixteen, I had never seen cannabis in person.


And although it was more than twenty years ago, I remember the afternoon when I first laid eyes on it as if it were yesterday.


It was late 2000, and my long day of classes was coming to an end. I was enrolled in a botany program; one of the very first higher-education programs at the University of Jos. That may seem surprising, but in Nigeria it is not uncommon to complete high school and go on to college at sixteen. I’d just come out of a chemistry lab, and was getting ready to take a taxi home when I ran into some friends. In the course of exchanging stories and laughing and making some cheap shots at passersby, one of my buddies brandished a bag full of something that looked greenish-brown. “Check this out!” he said, grinning proudly. “I’m on my way to deliver it; my ‘friend’ has really been bugging me for his stuff.”


“What is it?” I asked. “Tea leaves? Ground tobacco?”


It was as if the world had stopped spinning. You could have heard a pin drop, and it felt like everyone was staring at me. I can still see my igbo-delivering friend standing there, holding the baggie. His outfit—brown khakis, a red top, and bright, white sneakers—is branded into my memory. He looked at me incredulously and said, “You don’t know what this is, pikin?2


Then my other friends started to laugh. I looked around, trying to figure out what the joke was.


“Oh, c’mon, ’Dare,” he said. “It’s good igbo, man. Gbana. Ganja. Mary Jane. Pot. Reefer. Grass. You know—weed!”


My friends passed the baggie around, sniffing its contents to assess the weed’s quality. I was a little uncomfortable (Remember the child of whom you are ran through my mind), but more than anything, I was intrigued. There it was, this substance we’d all been warned about for so long; this mind-numbing, insanity-inducing drug—and finally seeing it in person, quite honestly, felt anticlimactic.


I suppose I had expected something very different—an awful-smelling substance, perhaps; or something that looked exotic and bizarre. But this? This was just the dried-up parts of a plant. It certainly didn’t look appealing—or dangerous.


I shrugged it off, curiosity satisfied for the moment, and we all laughed as I became the new target for the cheap shots. It was getting late, so I went home, and I didn’t think about that afternoon again for a long, long time.


Like I said, anticlimactic.


Little did I know that almost two decades later the controversial plant in that small baggie would play such an enormous role in my life.


For perspective, 2000 was a very bad year in parts of Nigeria. Religious riots and warfare gripped multiple regions of the country. The political and educational systems were rapidly deteriorating; there were strikes, violence and unrest that closed schools for months at a time. Schools strained under the burden of long strikes, and the education system was a mess. Before UNIJOS, I’d attended the Baptist High School in Jos, a secondary school that would be the equivalent of combining junior and senior high schools in America. My principal, a Baptist missionary from Alabama, had suggested I continue my education in the United States—a not-uncommon idea at that time.


Initially, I resisted his suggestion; my father had made it known very early on that he expected me to attend his alma mater, the prestigious University of Ife in Ile-Ife, Nigeria. That was to be my next step; leaving the shores of Nigeria was initially not even up for discussion. But the domestic strife made the idea of sending me somewhere more stable much more appealing to my parents.


My parents respected the principal and listened to his ideas carefully. He told them I had a bright future ahead of me, and that we risked wasting it if we waited for things to improve. He downplayed their worries about the expense, pointing out that it wouldn’t be as bad as they feared, and that scholarships could help. “Let him take the requisite exams and see how he does first. Then you can figure out the rest,” he said.


I’d had a number of friends and acquaintances who’d gone on to various American universities, but there were a lot of familiar faces at Calvin College (now Calvin University), in Grand Rapids, Michigan. That helped bump it to the top of our list. And so in 2001 my life took a 180-degree turn from its expected course, and I found myself leaving my home country for the first time, on my way to the Great Lakes State and the land of opportunity.


Calvin and America were big transitions for me—don’t forget I was just seventeen—but my friends and the university community helped me to settle into my new life pretty quickly. Four years seemed to just fly by. “Remember the child of whom you are” was my mantra not so much by choice, but because I’d heard it every single day of my life. It ran like an undercurrent in my mind, framing every decision I made. I worked hard, and I was a model international student.


After receiving my bachelor’s degree in 2005, I went on to Loma Linda University School of Public Health in California, where I earned a master’s degree in public health epidemiology in 2007. I immediately started working toward a PhD in biochemistry from the Loma Linda University School of Medicine. Life as a grad student in California was engaging, fast-paced, and very fulfilling. I would often stop and reflect on the fact that my choices were making my parents proud (“Remember the child of whom you are”), and I felt a sense of satisfaction and honor.


My research caught the eye of the scientific community, and my scientific accomplishments led to offers from notable institutions and life science industry leaders. At graduation in 2011, I was the sole recipient of the dean’s award for the School of Medicine’s Basic Science program—a very proud moment for my parents.


Shortly after graduation, I accepted a position as a business development manager for Iroko Pharmaceuticals, a start-up pharmaceutical company in Philadelphia focused on bringing novel therapeutic improvements through the development of effective low-dose nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs). By 2013, I was promoted to senior business development manager.


It seemed like I’d done it: I’d worked hard and earned my place in the world.


As a stamp of independence, I got a tattoo—something forbidden by my father as long as I was under his roof or financial umbrella. But now I was a young, upcoming success story, working my way up the corporate ladder. I had a high-rise apartment on the Parkway in downtown Philly. I’d made my parents proud and was well on my way to bringing honor to the family name. The only way for me to go now was up.


But by 2016, all that would change, in ways the younger me could never have imagined. I faced a decision that involved a great deal of risk—to my future, to my finances, and—at least in the eyes of my parents—to my family’s honor.


And while I weighed the pros and cons of that decision, one phrase still kept running through my mind:


“Remember the child of whom you are.”


[image: Image]


1 When capitalized, Igbo is the name for a wonderful ethnic group from the eastern region of Nigeria and has nothing to do with the slang term for cannabis.


2 “Pikin” is a pidgin term (Nigerian slang) for “child.”









CHAPTER 2


“I Am Alive”


Bear with me as I backtrack a bit.


I didn’t try cannabis until I was twenty-six. By today’s standards, that’s pretty remarkable for a kid from Nigeria—pretty remarkable almost anywhere you’re from, really. In my home country, despite severe legal penalties, cannabis has been part of the unspoken culture among the youth and upwardly mobile working class for a long time. Still, I very carefully steered clear of it—and with good reason: “Remember the child of whom you are.”
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