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Cannabis Research and Cannabis as Medicine
Neuroscience Ireland with Ethan Russo
19th century Irish physicians and scientists were at the forefront of investigation of the medicinal properties of “Indian hemp”. This was catalyzed by the
efforts of William O’Shaughnessy, an Irish physician in India, who examined cannabis in several conditions including epilepsy and delirium tremens.
O’Shaughnessy examined traditional Indian knowledge and pursued animal experimentation before pursuing human trials, and then shared his successes
with colleagues in Ireland and England.
This spurred rapid adoption of cannabis as a medicine, and further experimentation by Michael Donovan for neuropathic pain, Dominic Corrigan for
chorea and trigeminal neuralgia, Richard Greene for preventative treatment of migraine, and Edward Birch for opium addiction.
When these prior observations are scrutinized in light of contemporary knowledge of the endocannabinoid system, these historical claims can be
scientifically validated. The venerable tradition of Irish research into the endocannabinoid system and the therapeutic potential of targeting this system
continues today.
Reference: Russo, Ethan. (2017). History of Cannabis as Medicine: Nineteenth Century Irish Physicians and Correlations of Their Observations to Modern
Research. Cannabis sativa L. - Botany and Biotechnology. 63-78. 10.1007/978-3-319-54564-6_2.

Sir William O’Shaughnessy
1809-1889
Born in Limerick, Ireland, William O’Shaughnessy
obtained his medical degree from the University
of Edinburgh in in 1829. He took a position as
assistant surgeon with the East India Company,
and became the first chemistry professor of the
Calcutta Medical College. Whilst in India,
O’Shaughnessy noted the widespread use of
Indian hemp for a “multitude of affections” but
he was unable to “trace any notice of the
employment of this drug in Europe”. He went on
to study and report the efficacy of extracts of
Indian hemp for several conditions including
epilepsy and delirium tremens.

O’Shaughnessy’s impact on the development
of cannabis as medicine was paramount, as his
early lectures in England led directly to its
widespread adoption there, on the Continent
and in North America. In 1843, he became a
fellow of the Royal Society, and he was
knighted in 1856.
To this day, O’Shaughnessy is often
remembered as the father of the modern era
of cannabis therapeutics.
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Michael Donovan was Professor of Chemistry and Pharmacy, and Materia Medica
of Apothecaries’ Hall, a medical school in Dublin. Donovan was an early adopter
of O’Shaughnessy’s new cannabis preparations, and a trailblazer in its application
to therapeutic challenges. In 1844 and 1845, Donovan published an impressive
series of case studies of patients to whom he provided cannabis after failures of
available agents in patients with neuropathic, musculoskeletal and migraine pain.

Richard Greene was born in Boston to an Anglo-Irish family and graduated from
the University of Edinburgh in 1868. He practiced medicine in England in the
Sussex Lunatic Asylum before becoming superintendent of the Berry Wood
Asylum in Northampton. In 1872, Greene published a series of case studies of
migraine patients who responded well to cannabis preparations. This work was
influential in the subsequent use of cannabis as a prophylactic for migraine
headache.

Sir Dominic Corrigan

Edward Birch

1802-1880

1840-1912

Dominic Corrigan was born in Dublin in 1802, and obtained his medical degree
from the University of Edinburgh in 1825. In 1845, Corrigan published reports of
patients with chorea and trigeminal neuralgia responding to Cannabis indica.
Corrigan became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Physicians in Ireland in 1856,
and their President in 1859. In 1864, Corrigan was knighted and, in 1866, he was
made Baronet.

Eduard Birch was born in Dublin in 1840, and obtained his medical degree from
the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland in 1861. He was Principal of the Medical
College in Calcutta from where he published his work on the use of cannabis for
opium addiction. Birch became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Physicians in
London in 1892.
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