
Therapeutical Uses and
Toxic Effects of Cannabis Indica

BY J. RUSSELL REYNOLDS, M.D.,F.R.S.

The letter of “W.W.,” in The Lancet  of March 15th,
induces me to submit this communication on the therapeu-
tical value of Indian hemp and the circumstances which have
led to its having obtained a somewhat questionable character
in our Pharmacopoeia.

In 1848, Dr. C. J. B. Williams, in his lectures on medicine
in University College, spoke of this drug as one from which
he, after using it in many cases, had expected much, but it
was so uncertain in its action, and its exhibition was some-
times accompanied by such distressing toxic effects that he
had discontinued its use, and advised his pupils to do the
same. Some seven years after this Mr. Peter Squire, the most
distinguished pharmaceutist of the time, informed me that
for at least three years he had been unable to obtain a good
specimen of any preparation of the drug from India, or even
to obtain the plant; strange things had been sent him, and
other plants, but the former were bad, and the plants were
not even of the same genus. However, he had recently been
successful in obtaining the plant and in making an alcoholic
extract and a tincture, with which he hoped I would make
experiments. To this request I very readily acceded, and have
made very numerous observations of its action from that
time until now; and with this general result, that Indian
hemp, when pure and administered carefully, is one of the
most valuable medicines we possess.

In order to furnish the results to which I have been led by
more than thirty years’ experience of the drug, it will be well
to arrange the maladies in which it has been either useful, or
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useless in the order to be followed in this paper; then to
speak of its “uncertainty ” of action, and of the methods to
be adopted in order to avoid its toxic effects.

First, some of its most markedly valuable results are to be
found in curious conditions of mind : -

1. Men&.-In  senile insomnia, with wandering; where an
elderly person probably with brain-softening, in the “deli-
rium form” (Durand-Fardel) is fidgety at night, goes to bed,
gets up again, and fusses over his clothes and his drawers;
thinks that he has some appointment to keep, and must dress
himself and go out to keep it; but may be quite rational
during the day, with its stimuli and real occupations. In this
class of case I have found nothing comparable in utility to a
moderate dose of Indian hemp-viz., one-quarter to one-third
of a grain of the extract, given at bedtime. It has been
absolutely successful for months, and indeed years, without
any increase of the dose. In alcoholic delirium it is very
uncertain; but has very occasionally been useful. In melan-
cholia it is sometimes of service in converting the depression
into exaltation; but I have long since discontinued its use,
except when the case has merged into that of senile degener-
ation. In mania I have found it worse than useless, whether
that malady has been chronic or acute. In the occasional
night restlessness of patients with “general paralysis,” and in
those of “temper disease” (Marshall Hall), whether in chil-
dren or adults, it has proved of eminent utility.

2. SensotiaL-In  almost all painful maladies I have found
Indian hemp by far the most useful of drugs; and it is
especially so in those cases which are, to the present time,
relegated to the “functional” order. Neuralgia, periodic or
not, has often yielded to cannabis indica-pure and simple,
no other treatment being given,-after ten, fifteen, or twenty
years’ duration. This result has been obtained most frequent-
ly in facial pain. In one case (University College Hospital) a
man, with neuralgia of the lower branches of the nerve, had
lost two stone* in weight during four years, from inability to
take food, except by fits and starts; his pain had been present
for eighteen years, and had resisted every kind of treatment
that had been adopted, but was relieved completely after two
days of hemp treatment, and the trouble never returned.
Very many cases, of varying duration, have been found
equally amenable to treatment. Neuritis: Indian hemp here is

*One stone weight equals 14 lbs. or 6.3 kilograms.
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only useful in conjunction with other treatment, but it is a
most valuable adjunct to mercury, iodine, or other drugs; as
it is in neuralgia when given together with, when required,
arsenic, quinine, or iron. Migraine: Very many victims of this
malady have for years kept their sufferings in abeyance by
taking hemp at the moment of threatening, or onset of the
attack.

I have found Indian hemp almost useless in sciatica, and in
myodynia, whether in the neck, the thorax (pleurodynia), or
the back (lumbago, sacralgia). The pains that occur only on
movement do not, so far as my experience extends, receive
any relief from its administration; and I say this after having
tried it in full doses in very many cases and during many
years. Again, it has proved, in my experience, useless in cases
of gastrodynia, enteralgia, tinnitus aurium, muscae volitantes,
and almost all the other so-called “hysteric pains”; whereas,
on the other hand, it has relieved the lightning pains of the
ataxic patient, and also the multiform miseries of tingling,
formication,  numbness, and other paraesthesiae so common
in the limbs of gouty people.

3. Muscular.-In clonic spasms, whether of epileptoid or
choreoid type, I have found hemp very useful. For example,
in the eclampsia of children, or of adults, whether from
worms, teething-first or second dentition, or the cutting of
the wisdom teeth-in a very large number of cases I have
relied, and successfully, upon it alone. In true, chronic
epilepsy I have found it absolutely useless, and this as the
result of very extensive experience. There are many cases of
so-called epilepsy in adults, but which, in my opinion, are
either eclamptic, or the result of organic disease of a gross
character in the nervous centres, in which Indian hemp is the
most useful agent with which I am acquainted. Such cases,
for instance, as attacks of violent convulsions (epileptoid in
every actually present symptom) in an overfed man, who has
had a heavy supper, and is attacked two or three hours
afterwards while asleep, and whose attacks may recur two or
three times in the hour, for a day or two, in spite of “clearing
the primae  vise, ” bromine, and other drugs, but whose fits
may be stopped at once by a full dose of hemp.

Again, there are cases of brain tumour or other malady in
the course of which there occur a series of epileptiform
convulsions, followed by coma, and coma by delirium, at
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first quiet and then violent, the delirium time after time
passing into a renewed convulsion and repetition of events;
and this may go on for hours, or even days, in spite of any
other treatment, and yet yield at once to Indian hemp.
Further, with regard to genuine epilepsy and allied affections,
I have found this, that Indian hemp has been, on the one
hand, useful only in those cases where the diagnosis has led
me away from a belief in the presence of the really classical
disease, to the suspicion of organic lesion or of eccentric
irritation; and on the other hand, entirely useless, when there
is no doubt of the nature of the malady. In many cases of
genuine epilepsy, where attacks of petit ma1 are exclusively
present and very frequent, and have been so for years, I have
given Indian hemp in gradually increasing doses until some
slight toxic effect is produced; but have never found it to
reduce either the frequency or severity of the seizures, or to
materially affect their character. In tonic spasm, such as
torticollis and the like, in writer’s cramp, in general chorea,  in
paralysis agitans, in the jerking movements of spinal sclerosis,
in trismus, and in tetanus, Indian hemp has proved in my
experience absolutely useless; but at the same time it is a
most valuable medicine in the nocturnal cramps of old and
gouty people; it in some cases relieves spasmodic asthma, and
is of great service in cases of simple spasmodic dysmenor-
rhoea.

Second, in explaining the occasional toxic effects of Indian
hemp, two things must be remembered:-

1. That the drug is one which, by its nature and the forms
of its administration, is liable to great variations in strength.
For practical purposes, its active principle has not been
separated, and extracts, as well as tinctures made from the
extract or from the plant, cannot be made uniform; because
the hemp grown during different seasons, and in different
places, varies in the amount that it contains of the thera-
peutic agent. It is desirable, therefore, that it should always
be obtained from the same source, and that a minimum dose
should be given to begin with, and that the dose should be
very gradually and cautiously increased.

2. That individuals differ widely in their relations to many
medicines and articles of diet, and perhaps to none more
widely than to those vegetable in origin-such as tea, coffee,
ipecacuanha, digitalis, nux vomica, and the like; and there-
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fore, in addition to securing purity of drug, the possibility of
idiosyncrasy should be borne in mind, to emphasise the need
of caution, in the first administration of Indian hemp. By
habituation and gradual increase of the dose, two, three, or
even four grains of the extract may be taken not only with
impunity, but with advantage; but such a dose as one grain
would, so far as my experience goes, be attended with toxic
effects in the majority of healthy adults. I have seen them in
mild form from one-third of a grain, and very rarely from
one-fourth, but have never known them arise from one-fifth.
Therefore, for an adult I always give one-fifth or less to
commence with, and for a child one-tenth. The best, because
most convenient, form for administration is the tincture. Pills
often become hard and insoluble, and their strength cannot
be so readily and so gradually increased. The tincture, if
suspended by mucilage, is apt to separate in the mixture that
contains it, and thus the doses become uneven. Therefore,
during many years I have given it with instructions that the
dose required should be taken in drops on a small piece of
sugar or bread. The tincture of the Pharmacopoeia contains
one grain in about twenty minims, and this is convenient for
use with children; but for the adult, where a gradually
increasing dose is required, a tincture with a strength of one
grain in ten drops is more useful. The dose should be given in
minimum quantity, repeated in not less than four or six
hours, and gradually increased by one drop every third or
fourth day, until either relief is obtained, or the drug is
proved, in such case, to be useless. With these precautions I
have never met with any toxic effects, and have rarely failed
to find, after a comparatively short time, either the value or
the uselessness of the drug.

It is no surprise to me that “W.W.” should have suffered as
he did, and which, he so accurately and graphically describes,
from the dose that he had taken; nor does it astonish me that
his friend, possessed of a different idiosyncrasy, could have
taken it with impunity; and the object of this communication
will be attained if, by giving my experience of the great value
of Indian hemp, my brethren may be deterred from aban-
doning its use by any dread of its causing “toxic effects,”
unless it be given in a “toxic” dose.


