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To the innocent people who’ve lost their lives taking legal highs




Prologue


The reality is we’re chasing the chemists. There are people elsewhere in the world who’re busy creating drugs, which mimic illegal drugs but are designed to be just outside the legal controls, in order to produce a product which is temporarily legal until we ban it.

John Corkery, co-author of a report on
UK deaths linked to legal highs



 

PURSAT, 170KM WEST OF PHNOM PENH,
JUNE 2008

In the stifling heat of the south-west Cambodian jungle, several boys on scooters waited by the edge of a dirt track that was so overgrown with thick foliage it looked as if it was almost about to be swallowed up by the forest itself. They could hear the thundering sound of trucks approaching in the distance.

Eventually the noise grew louder as the trucks struggled through the soupy tropical murk and grew ever closer to where the boys were sitting. The vehicles seemed to complain aloud as they negotiated the pandemonium of obstacles thrown in their path: potholes; rotting bridges; cascading foliage and shallow but lethal streams. Through the trees, the scooter boys spied the first of the trucks as it surged through pools of muddy water towards the village. But the trucks didn’t bother to slow down through the village and even ignored a blood-red landmine marker hacked into a tree trunk.

*

Two hours later, the locals watched as the distant flames leapt so high they seemed to be almost singeing the dense grey clouds hanging over the nearby Cardamom Mountains. The trees crackled painfully as the fire seared through their thick bark.

But everyone knew why the trucks were there. The production of sassafras oil was destroying other types of trees, the livelihoods of many of those same local inhabitants and wreaking untold ecological damage on the environment. Of perhaps more importance though, is that sassafras oil is the essential ingredient in the world’s most popular party drug, Ecstasy. So a decision had been made by the Cambodian government and their Australian counterparts to finally take action.

Those same flames shooting high into the sky eventually turned into putrid blue smoke as the sassafras oil cooked. Cambodian and Australian police donned masks to prevent the poisonous fumes from affecting them as they continued their ‘slash and burn’ operation.

In all they would eventually also destroy eighteen so-called ecstasy laboratories set up in this isolated jungle area to turn sassafras oil into what some people call ‘the devil’s candy’. Those labs had been heavily guarded until just a few days earlier when word reached the gangsters that the authorities were planning a raid.

The poorly paid workers who distilled the oil were said to be living on wildlife in the area as well as poaching rare species of animals for commercial gain. These included tigers, pangolins, peacocks, pythons and wild cats.

The burning oil, collected over weeks and months, had been distilled from the roots of the mreah prew phnom tree in laboratories that produced an average of 60 litres a day. That raid by the authorities destroyed in total 30 tons of safrole. If it had got to Holland, it could have been synthesized into 245 million doses of Ecstasy with a street value of US$7 billion. Instead, it was burnt to a cinder. The raid immediately had a profound and lasting impact on the worldwide trade in Ecstasy, but it also had a number of inadvertent consequences that the authorities could never have predicted.

Faced with such a catastrophic breakdown in their supply chain, the smugglers and dealers who had the clubbing scene sewn up were forced to invest vast sums of money into finding an alternative to traditional MDMA, or Ecstasy as it is better known. Soon the drug gangsters were flooding the marketplace with piperazines – chemical compounds that mimicked the effect of Ecstasy.

These were developed from substances used in the production of a number of medicines, such as worming treatment for animals, or compounds designed to induce migraines in medical research. Their effects were powerful, but ill defined. However, they were cheap and were a perfect substitute for Ecstasy following the raids in Cambodia. More importantly, they had a significant advantage over the product they had superseded: they were legal.

Welcome to the shadowy world of legal highs.




Introduction


While new harmful substances have been emerging with unfailing regularity on the drug scene, the international drug control system is floundering for the first time, under the speed and creativity of the phenomenon.

United Nations’ World Drug Report



 

New psychoactive substances (NPS), dubbed ‘legal highs’, have come to blight countries across the globe. Their growing popularity means that in the new world order created by these synthesized narcotics, laboratories in Shanghai, Delhi and Tel Aviv are replacing the jungles of Central America and the opium fields of Afghanistan as the major battlegrounds on which the global war on drugs is being fought.

‘Legal highs’ are substances that produce similar effects to illegal drugs (such as cocaine, cannabis and Ecstasy) but are not controlled under existing anti-drug laws. These newly developed substances are not instantly outlawed by the authorities because there is not enough research about them to base a decision on. They have different chemical formulas to those officially banned under each nation’s own carefully formulated version of the UK’s Misuse of Drugs Act. The sheer volume of these drugs on the market makes it a logistical nightmare to monitor them. Many are developed so fast that there is little awareness of them when they become available.

By the middle of 2014, it was reckoned that tens of millions of pounds’ worth of legal highs were being manufactured and then sold to users every month. Laboratories and factories in China, Europe and the US now provide the chemicals on an unprecedented scale, producing hundreds of tons of the compounds and selling the majority over the Internet. This exponential growth has attracted the attention of international drug cartels, whose experience, skills and contacts in respect of trafficking traditional drugs such as heroin and cocaine makes it easy for them to take advantage of this new and lucrative market.

In Scotland, Detective Chief Superintendent John Cuddihy, head of organized crime and counter-terrorism at Police Scotland, said: ‘We are seeing a shift. Organized crime is now involved in the manufacture of these substances. They import the chemical constituents and then manufacture products that mimic cocaine or certain other drugs. In any business, you look to maximize profit and cut out the middle man.’

There is already clear evidence that crime syndicates are secretly financing the making of their own brands of deadly synthetic psychoactives. Many of these characters are old-school gangsters angry that the traditional market in illegal drugs has been depleted by legal highs, so they’ve taken the law into their own hands. As one of my oldest underworld contacts ‘Paddy’ explained: ‘Why shouldn’t villains get a slice of this market? Who says we can’t sell this stuff? We sat back and watched for years as all these legal highs swamped our market and now we’re after a big piece of that business.’

On the other side of the law, police cite numerous recent high-profile deaths to new psychoactive substances as the driving force behind their attempts to control this illicit market for so-called legal highs. The most notorious of all these new designer drugs is mephedrone, also known as MCAT, Meow Meow, Drone, Meth, Mcat, Moonshine and Bubble. In many ways, the short history of mephedrone is emblematic of the journey taken by all legal highs.

Mephedrone was actually first synthesized in 1929, but remained hidden in obscurity until it was rediscovered in 2003. Originally produced in China, by 2007 it was widely available both over the Internet and over the counter. It was soon linked to numerous deaths and as early as 2008 the law enforcement agencies were already taking a close interest in its malign influence. The mephedrone phenomenon sparked the first full investigation by the authorities into the potency of legal highs. It was made illegal in most countries across the world in 2010. (In the UK, possession of mephedrone now carries a maximum sentence of five years’ imprisonment, while dealers can receive up to fourteen years.) But that two-year window was enough time for mephedrone to establish itself as the drug of choice for many regular consumers of narcotics. By the time mephedrone was banned in the US and UK, it had become the fourth most popular drug on the planet, after marijuana, cocaine and Ecstasy.

Mephedrone is a compound of the amphetamine and cathinone classes. It bears a striking chemical resemblance to the cathinone compounds found in the khat plant of eastern Africa. Mephedrone is usually consumed in the form of tablets or a powder, which users can swallow, snort or inject, producing similar effects to MDMA, amphetamines and cocaine. Mephedrone produces euphoria, alertness, talkativeness and feelings of empathy. It’s believed by many to enhance sensation during sex, and some vendors have even explicitly marketed it as a sexual stimulant.

But users say there is a substantial downside to taking this drug. According to joint research by the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction and Interpol, mephedrone has been ‘found to have some of the same toxic features as MDMA [Ecstasy] and cocaine, causing acute problems similar to those seen with the use of illicit stimulants.’ It can provoke anxiety and paranoia, heart palpitations and fits or seizures. Severe nosebleeds have also been reported after snorting.

There are numerous horror stories about the experiences of users. One teenager in central England started using mephedrone when he was offered it at a party. His mother later explained how he became completely addicted, aggressive and wired – staying up for days at a time before crashing and refusing to get out of bed. He lost his part-time job and was kicked out of school. After one heated confrontation over Christmas, the mother kicked her son out of the house. ‘It had a massive, big effect on the family. I had a nervous breakdown,’ the mother said. ‘It was like my son couldn’t live without it.’

Paul Bunt, from Avon and Somerset Police’s Drug Expert Action Team, explained: ‘Because mephedrone used to be a “legal high”, people wrongly see it as harmless, it is anything but. It is highly addictive and its use is followed by very, very deep lows. In fact, we believe there is a link between mephedrone use and suicide. Other reported side-effects include fits, stomach, liver and heart problems and brain damage.’

The aftermath of the mephedrone phenomenon illustrated another characteristic of legal highs that shows just how difficult it is to police them. The authorities might be able to ban one substance, but they can be sure that if they do, there’ll be another hundred new narcotics ready to take its place. Graeme Pearson, former head of the Scottish Drug Enforcement Agency, bemoaned the fact that Chinese drug labs manufacturing the next generation of psychotropics were effectively treating his country’s teenagers as ‘guinea pigs’. Pearson said that Far Eastern gangs were simply switching to the production of new drugs following the bans, with the intention of supplying the untested substances to those dealing in legal highs throughout the UK.

He added: ‘Obviously the use of mephedrone is very dangerous, especially for young people, and it also proves problematic as we don’t fully understand the substance’s long-term effects. There is no doubt, people in these labs in China will already be manufacturing the next generation of non-illegal substances.’

That’s not to say mephedrone has disappeared – it’s perhaps truer to say that it’s just found a new marketplace. Its criminalization drove it underground and also undoubtedly created even more demand for it than when it was legal. In the UK city of Liverpool, the banning of mephedrone sparked an increase in the price of the drug itself and made it even more popular. And the invasion of legal highs onto our streets has brought many other deadly consequences in their wake. Explained my underworld contact Paddy: ‘The outlawing of certain legal highs actually plays right into our hands because it takes all the business away from the so-called “straight” sources such as head shops and websites and allows old-fashioned villains like me to move in and take over the market.’

In the aftermath of the mephedrone explosion, the rise of legal highs has become inexorable in every corner of the globe. Europe has surged to the forefront of the worldwide trade in legal highs with many hundreds of new brands coming onto the market in recent years. Online stores offering legal highs have been mushrooming in Europe: from 170 in January 2010 to almost 1,000 by the summer of 2014. They offer a variety of substances and market them with exotic names such as ‘Clockwork Orange’, ‘A3A’, ‘Blue Cheese’, ‘EM2 chiller’, ‘Go-Caine’, or ‘Benzo Fury’. Website sellers usually publish a disclaimer on their websites saying that if you use their products ‘improperly’ they will not be responsible for any consequences.

Almost 90 per cent of countries surveyed for the 2013 UN World Drugs Report attributed synthetic drugs a significant market share in the worldwide drugs arena. In the United States in 2013, 11 per cent of 17–18-year-olds admitted to using legal highs, and they are now the second most popular class of recreational drug among American students after cannabis. According to Linda Nilsson, project manager at the Sweden-based World Federation Against Drugs, figures for the Swedish market show that legal highs account for a significant segment of that nation’s drug market, and while cannabis is still the most sold and consumed drug, ‘numbers point towards this to be number two’. The lower prices and increased availability of legal highs compared with more traditional narcotics has undoubtedly attracted new consumers.

My underworld contact Paddy also told me about another significant reason that has contributed to the underworld’s invasion of the market in legal highs. He said: ‘The purity of stuff like coke and E has fallen so people have been switching to the legal highs in the hope of getting more “bangs for their bucks”. I know a couple of gangs who actually cut their cocaine with legal-high substances to stretch out the product and increase the profit margins. That then turns off the punters, so they switch to legal highs in the hope they might work better.’

Paddy and other UK criminals openly admit to directly importing ingredients for products such as mephedrone as well as many of the substances used to create numerous other legal highs. They produce a vast range of pills and powders at secret factories, often set up in temporary barns or warehouses in isolated areas of the UK.

The majority of these chemical ingredients are imported from India, China and the Baltic States. Because most of them are not yet subject to the same draconian legislation as traditional narcotics, traffickers know that at worst they’ll be charged under legislation covering the importation of medicine. Many gangsters are convinced manufacturing poses fewer risks, because they’re importing legal substances, or sourcing them from the domestic market and law enforcement often shows little interest in monitoring such activities compared with smuggling illegal drugs. However, police insist they have woken up to this menace by stepping up their attempts to gather intelligence about both the products needed to make synthetic drugs and the kind of people who have the right kind of knowledge to ‘process’ the ingredients. Police believe they have the right to arrest these legal-high gangsters on the basis they’re responsible for the death or injury of anyone who deliberately or inadvertently takes such substances that they have provided.

As one expert has pointed out: ‘Although these drugs are marketed as legal substances, this does not mean that they’re safe or approved for people to use. Some drugs marketed as legal highs actually contain some ingredients that are illegal to possess.’

But so far the number of arrests has been low compared to the figures relating to the ‘traditional’ illegal drugs.

Many of the new breed of drug bosses keep their activities low-key by using legitimate front businesses to hide their drug activities. In the West of England, one crime syndicate uses the production of manure and compost as a cover for manufacturing legal highs. ‘It’s a perfect cover because many of the ingredients needed are identical,’ explained Paddy. ‘These legal highs are a dream come true for old-school villains like me. None of the risk and a much bigger profit. You can’t get much better than that.’

Back in Scotland, Detective Chief Superintendent John Cuddihy added: ‘We are certainly seeing a number of organized crime groups diversifying into this. They are manufacturing wherever they can find a facility to host it, wherever they can covertly carry out business. They need somewhere where they can hide their nefarious business from others, where they can bring in bulk ingredients.’

Many governments have tried to push through reclassification of drugs laws in a bid to stamp out the legal highs but the wheels of justice roll very slowly. ‘No country can issue new laws left, right and centre. It takes time and that plays right into the hands of the legal-high gangsters,’ explained one expert. In the UK, a special unit has been set up to monitor, identify and then tackle the supply of new psychoactive substances threatening public health. But it is a glacial process that in many instances cannot keep up with the new drugs coming on the market. At least 600 chemicals are listed by name in the UK’s Misuse of Drugs Act. But since 2010, the UK government has managed to ban only fifteen.

Some nations are so slow to outlaw certain drugs that they provide a legal location to produce the substances, many of which are then sold on the Internet. In other words, these legal-high dealers cannot be touched by law enforcement even if they’re selling such drugs to countries that have banned these substances.

No wonder so many legal highs are produced by legitimate-sounding companies headquartered in undeveloped countries who encourage new businesses to improve their own home economy, irrelevant of the nature of these companies. This means cheaper start-up costs compared to production in the Western World.

According to the Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, European organized crime groups ‘produce synthetics cheaply in Africa and Asia and distribute their products to markets in Europe.’ China, India and Thailand provide many of the substances used in the conversion process. But West, North and East Africa are expected to become increasingly attractive locations to producers of legal highs due to improved transport links with profitable markets in Europe, new local market opportunities and inexpensive labour. Linda Nilsson said that Swedish Customs officials believe most synthetic cannabinoids come from inside Europe while synthetic cathinones come from China and India.

To make matters worse, chemists as far away as China and India don’t just sit back and wait for their products to be made illegal. Often they’ve already created the next variation of a substance and have it ready to hit the streets before the ink on the banning order of its parent drug has dried. One renowned UK scientist heads up a lab where 29,000 different drugs have been tested. He says twenty years ago it was a huge deal discovering a new drug, which would be followed by a celebration in the pub. These days they discover ‘at least’ fifty to seventy a year.

But perhaps the most worrying aspect of the criminal ‘invasion’ of the legal-high market is that unscrupulous gangsters often add unknown chemicals, manufactured in labs on the other side of the world, to drugs to bypass existing laws. Law enforcement agencies say these sorts of criminal manufacturing operations use cheap and toxic compounds to do this, something that has the additional benefit of boosting their profit margins. This doesn’t necessarily guarantee their products will provide customers with the ultimate ‘high’, but it does substantially increase the risk of the drug causing potentially catastrophic side-effects. Many drugs sold as ‘legal’ have actually been found to contain at least one substance that is, in fact, illegal. According to a recent United Nations World Drug Report, many new synthetic substances come onto the market every year creating a confusing situation where many users are playing Russian roulette with their drug choices because there is no evidence to support claims that these new substances even work.

Producers of new legal highs constantly monitor the Internet for new developments via published medical studies and even geeky chatrooms in order to create new products. Yet most of these ‘inventors’ of legal highs have little or no chemical experience. As one expert said: ‘That means they could be producing literally anything, which is pretty scary.’ James Capra, US Drug Enforcement Agency chief of operations, said at a news conference in June, 2013: ‘These so-called chemists are constantly tweaking the molecules and it changes the whole structure of the drug, so the drug becomes legal and we’re at it again.’

The subtle changes in the formulas can also have lethal, highly toxic effects.

‘Every time you alter that molecule, you could end up with a drug that is better or you could theoretically make a monster,’ said Dr. Mark Ryan, director of the US’s Louisiana Poison Center.

Most of these chemicals have never been tested for human consumption before, so there is no way of knowing if they are safe to ingest. That means users can never be certain what they’re taking and what the effects might be. For instance, a whole slew of products sold as ‘legal cannabis’ might more accurately be described as a small amount of plant matter cut with a witch’s brew of toxic chemicals that can cause everything from psychotic episodes to paranoia and even death. The US Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration reported 28,531 emergency-department visits involving a synthetic cannabinoid during 2011, more than double the previous year. These substances have been linked with teens shooting themselves, athletes collapsing and dying and even the gruesome devouring of a family dog. Dr Mark Ryan added: ‘You don’t murder people high on marijuana. People who smoke marijuana end up at a convenience store buying a honeybun and a carton of orange juice.’

Experts say legal-high users are often being reduced to confused or even ‘catatonic’ states by what they’ve taken: ‘These young people are being found in alleyways, getting knocked down and falling off heights. This is a particular danger for vulnerable young women.’ One hospital doctor outlined some of the effects these new narcotics can have on your body: ‘Typically, these drugs make you feel more energetic, your body temperature rises and you begin to feel agitated – it is a vicious cycle. You will be very hot to the touch and that is a danger sign. You could then collapse through lack of fluids or the heart can stop without warning. If you survive this bit, your muscles will cook themselves and break down, releasing protein into your bloodstream, which blocks the kidneys and causes them to fail. So you will end up on dialysis. The liver also gets damaged from the heat and some people end up with long-term liver failure.’ Most weekends in large cities such as London, hospital staff are dealing with the direct effects of these legal-high drugs such as poisonings and falls, as well as the knock-on effects, which are often violence and assaults. As one medic said: ‘I cannot stress how dangerous these drugs are. You can never be sure what you are taking and how it will affect your body. Don’t take the risk.’

The other ‘Russian Roulette’ aspect of legal highs is that many users don’t know what sort of dose they are supposed to take or what effect they can expect from the drug. They can’t even be sure which drug they’re using. Even when users think they’ve taken a named street drug, doctors often find those substances have been mixed with new toxins, which they don’t have medical knowledge of. Medical staff in hospitals across the Western world report that they frequently attend to ‘overdose’ patients who don’t know what they’ve taken, which means doctors often don’t know exactly how to treat a patient. ‘It’s a bit of a nightmare scenario,’ said one UK accident and emergency doctor. ‘When a patient comes in with an overdose of a traditional drug such as cocaine or heroin we know how to deal with it, but it’s impossible to treat people who’ve taken substances that we know nothing about.’

One doctor explained: ‘We are treating the symptoms of these new drugs rather than being able to give direct treatment for the drug. I can run a drugs test on someone and it comes back clear. But I know this person has taken drugs.’

The same doctor said that there was increasing evidence that more people were consuming legal highs at house parties where they mix their drug intake and also drank to excess. He explained: ‘There has been a shift from the so-called “clubbing” drug culture, where people might collapse in nightclubs, to teenagers and people in their twenties taking these drugs at house parties. This is an added danger because you don’t have club staff looking out for their welfare. Also, people are more likely to drink or take drugs to excess or mix both in a private party environment.’ As one expert said: ‘Legal highs used alongside alcohol pose even greater risks to health and should be avoided. This is a tinderbox situation. You are literally taking your life into your own hands each time you take legal highs but to mix them with alcohol and other drugs could lead to even more fatal consequences.’

But despite the risks – and numerous high-profile deaths – hospital emergency departments throughout the UK and the US say the numbers gambling their lives on these drugs continue to rise.

It took my underworld contact Paddy to sum up the legal-high phenomenon. ‘Criminals care about making money. They don’t care about what it is they’re selling. As long as there is a demand they will feed it. Is it really so surprising that legal highs have taken off in the way they have? I think not.’




Author’s Note

When I first began researching this book I presumed that because I was dealing with ‘Legal Highs’ rather than ‘traditional’ illegal drugs, people would be willing and open to talk about their involvement. Nothing could be further from the truth. The people who make their living from legal highs are even more secretive than many of the Colombian coke barons and Moroccan hash kings I’ve come across during thirty years as a true crime writer.

These legal-high ‘businessmen’ live in constant fear of being arrested on the basis that what they sell could be outlawed at any moment. It’s a Catch-22. These substances are known as legal highs but they don’t stay that way for long and that has helped create the underworld you are about to read about.

So I’ve had to explore this strange netherworld with great care and that makes the contributions in this book all the more revelatory. I’ve been allowed into the legal-high world despite the fears and trepidation of so many about being publicly exposed. As a result, many of the characters you are about to read about were given new identities to protect them from prosecution. But without them, this book would not have been possible.

Much of the dialogue used here was drawn from actual interviews, some from documentary sources, while a few descriptions were reconstituted from the memory of others. This book deliberately sets out to be a dark journey into the heart and soul of the legal-high drug trade. In it, I will delve into the background of how these drugs are created, how they end up available for public consumption and the effects these drugs produce as well as the shadowy criminal enterprises making fortunes from them. This book doesn’t set out to be overly preachy – my overall intention is to provide a balanced view.

You’ll meet a wide variety of characters, who all share an involvement in the legal high ‘industry’ worldwide. On the one hand are those people making money out of legal highs and watching on as many youngsters experiment with a wide range of different drugs that provide differing, and sometimes lethal effects. These are not sad individuals whose life has spiralled out of control thanks to drugs. No, these are dispassionate businessmen who are part of a vast global enterprise. Legal highs are set to overtake the sales of substances such as cocaine, heroin and cannabis within the next five years. Yet very few people over the age of thirty-five have any in-depth knowledge of this new development in narco-crime. ‘It must have been like this in the early sixties when illegal drugs first made serious inroads into the world’s youth,’ says one expert. Today, only a minority of parents are fully aware of the dangers of legal highs and virtually none of them knows the names of any of the substances openly available on the Internet or in their friendly local head shop.

At the other end of the spectrum you’ll meet the consumers; some are the sort of people who try different legal highs and then write about the effects online. Such consumers only do drugs ‘for a treat’, they claim. We’ll encounter them in their normal environment as they purchase substances online. But it should never be forgotten they’re still taking a huge risk as noted by the toxicologists featured in this book. After all, these drugs often clearly state on the packet that they are ‘not for human consumption’ and are distributed as ‘research chemicals’: the overriding message, however, is that legal doesn’t mean safe. Yet that doesn’t stop them being consumed by the bucketload.

Wensley Clarkson, 2015




Legal Highs Through the Ages


It was a day that will remain blazingly clear in my memory, and one which unquestionably confirmed the entire direction of my life. I understood that our entire universe is contained in the mind and the spirit. We may not choose to find access to it, we may even deny its existence, but it is indeed there inside us, and there are chemicals that can catalyse its availability.

Dr Alexander Shulgin, godfather of Ecstasy



 

In some ways, you could argue that the story of mankind is really just the story of our attempts to get high. Archaeologists recently uncovered a mix of betel-nut juice and quicklime spat out by a pioneer ‘psychonaut’ some 9,000 years before the birth of Christ. But we soon moved on to more powerful and sophisticated hallucinogenics.

It all really kicked off in the sixties, when anarchic ‘hippies’ with their Kool-Aid Acid Tests introduced thousands of people, with relative safety, to the delights and mind-expanding properties of good-quality LSD. As the Vietnam war dragged on into the seventies, underground chemists were involved in their own arms war, creating new psychoactive substances designed to get round existing narcotics legislation. This was how synthetic drugs came to be first properly developed.

Yet the key to the recent surge in the development of legal highs stems from both the pioneering research and the proselytizing fervour of one eccentric professor called Alexander Shulgin who invented, produced and then wrote about his ‘narcotic discoveries’, only for them to be spotted by an ever curious, yet unsuspecting, public.

This all began back in the so-called ‘innocent’ 1950s where, like many other intellectuals of the time, US-based Professor Shulgin tried mescaline – a natural and at that time legal hallucinogen present in certain cacti. He found the experience so transformative that he gave over the rest of his life to radical psychedelic research. He constantly tinkered with the molecules of drugs to produce new compounds that would have what he saw as ‘novel and interesting effects’.

Shulgin’s aim was to produce substances that could ‘enlighten’ the mind and which, ultimately, resulted in the birth of legal highs as we now know them. Shulgin carefully documented every step of his ‘development work’ and even tested many substances on himself, reporting every new breakthrough. At the time, Shulgin was working with a US government-approved licence, which enabled him to produce samples of outlawed drugs to help the US Drug Enforcement Agency, who needed to verify samples of drugs to compare them with substances they had seized. His wife, a psychotherapist, often used his chemicals with empathoid and aphrodisiac qualities for couples attending therapy and sexual dysfunction sessions.

The drug with which he has come to be most closely associated is methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA), the principal component of Ecstasy. It was actually first synthesized by a German pharmaceutical firm in 1912 to get around a patent on a common clotting agent, and later used by the US military in experiments in mind control. In 1965 Shulgin got a tip-off from a fellow researcher about it and he began looking more closely at the components. On 12 September 1976, Shulgin successfully synthesized MDMA Ecstasy. He quickly shared his discovery with his friends. Like his wife, they worked in psychotherapy and recognized how they could use the drug’s capacity to dismantle social barriers and personal inhibitions in their work.

The professor wrote up his research and published it in a book called PiHKAL: A Chemical Love Story. This tome was bought by hundreds of underground chemists and, before long, illegal production of this new drug had begun. This was aided by the fact that Shulgin’s production techniques depended on chemicals that could be easily acquired by almost anyone. In the case of Ecstasy the key component was safrole, the essential oil produced by distilling the root bark of trees such as the ones already mentioned earlier in this book in Cambodia.

For almost thirty years, Shulgin invented a whole medicine cabinet’s worth of psychotropics. The professor’s other discoveries included drugs like DiPT, an analogue of a psychedelic chemical found in some plants and fungi. This was manipulated in order to produce the effect that it made anyone listening to music hear the sounds an octave or so lower than before. Shulgin insisted he was convinced by the positive benefits of cognitive enhancers. Even though he later admitted many of those chemical inventions had sparked disturbing effects he had never envisaged, he never once regretted his actions.

In 1994 the DEA – the same organization that Shulgin had once worked for – raided his laboratory in California. But they were only able to prove the master chemist had ‘problematic’ record keeping. Even if they had been able to secure a prosecution, it would have been too late: Shulgin’s detailed research was by then already in the public domain and providing the readymade blueprint for Ecstasy as we know it.

MDMA was said to give users a euphoric, timeless sensation and it eventually found its way into the gay club scene in Texas in the mid-1980s. Soon celebrities in the US were linked to Ecstasy, giving it a glamorous reputation as the ‘drug of choice’ for party people. By 1988, MDMA had moved across the Atlantic to Europe where, in places as diverse as Ibiza, Manchester, London and beyond, it was a catalyst in the explosion of Acid House music. The up and coming rave scene’s infatuation with Ecstasy and illegal warehouse parties was an uncanny echo of the first summer of love. By the time the first wave of Ecstasy use had passed, Shulgin’s experiments had changed the minds of millions of young people and laid the ground for the invasion of a horde of exotic drugs that even he could never have dreamed up.

But it wasn’t until the onset of the Internet in the late 1990s, that the work of Shulgin and other chemists was disseminated beyond a small network of scientists. The World Wide Web enabled anyone to access the key books and journals, many of which were written by Shulgin. These studies and research papers were soon promoted as instruction manuals, discussed and dissected online by thousands of amateur chemists, many of whom were keen to cash in on the MDMA craze.

At the same time, communities of self-styled ‘psychonauts’ began to appear – drug-users who hunted the Internet for firms selling legal drugs. They tried the fresh products out, and recorded their experiences – much like Shulgin did all those years ago – by swapping notes online. Millions of pages of discussion about the use and effects of a mindbending range of these novel stimulants are now available to anyone browsing the web.

Before long the so-called ‘King’ of legal highs, mephedrone, emerged on the marketplace. It would later be joined by buphedrone, flephedrone, ethylone and butylone to name but a few.

Internet forums dedicated to selling and discussing mephedrone and other new legal highs proliferated. Websites were able to circumvent food and medicine laws by claiming, with a straight face, that their products were ‘plant food’. Packaged in rave-style graphics and labelled with absurd instructions such as, ‘Water your plants no more than once a week. Will make your garden bloom!’, they didn’t fool anyone. Another common way of dodging various laws was to brand the drugs as ‘research chemicals’.

Initially, knowledge of the new synthetic narcotics was pretty much limited to these so-called psychonauts. Today though, it’s become a huge global business. Tons of legal highs are delivered by post every year around the world. Forty thousand such parcels an hour pass through the international postal hub in Coventry in the UK. A handful of suspect parcels are held back for testing in the examination room and they almost always test positive for legal highs.

Today, police, pill-poppers and professors are facing a cornucopia of drug types so diverse it makes Procter & Gamble look like a local sweet shop. These psychoactives are very cheap, incredibly easy to buy, and, of course, legal.

The UK appears to be leading this disturbing trend. Since 2010, four times more new legal highs were found here than in any other European country. The UK also has the highest number of drug-related deaths per year (almost 3,000). In 2012 the English town of Swindon reported a record number of hospital admissions due to legal highs, while Glasgow has seen a mind-boggling 358 per cent increase in legal-high admissions over recent years.

A survey of more than 300 people across South London’s gay and gay-friendly nightclubs in the summer of 2013 found two in three clubbers had tried legal highs. In 2012 a survey of 15,500 respondents (albeit the sample were regular clubbers rather than representative of the general UK population) revealed one in five had taken a legal high in the last year. It also showed that they no longer just purchased their legal highs online: buying them from shops, friends and from dealers.

With the growth in the popularity of these substances has come a corresponding notoriety. On any weekend, in clubs, pubs and bars across Britain and many other western countries, millions of young people will take legal highs. With luck – and it will take a lot of good fortune – virtually none of them will die horribly as a result. But what is certain is that many thousands will experience a bad trip that may ruin their health, and their lives, for ever.

Since the start of the last decade, the legal-high scene has had to absorb the fallout resulting from the tragic deaths of a number of users. In a series of unrelated but infamous incidents, three young American men overdosed on a compound named 2C-T-7 that had first been detailed in Shulgin’s books. The resulting backlash against this and other early versions of legal highs was then compounded by high-profile busts conducted by a US/UK anti-drugs operation, Operation Ismene. Police raided firms in the US and homes in Britain and arrested 22 people for buying that same designer hallucinogen, 2C-T-7, which had already been made illegal in the UK. However, few of the people arrested in these raids were actually involved in the manufacture and distribution of the drugs – most were simply customers. The psychonauts kept a low profile for a time afterwards, but this reticence was only temporary.

What law enforcement officers – and many others too – failed to understand was that the drug market would simply reappear in a different form. The industry surrounding the new narcotics was as complex and protean as the chemical compounds it was producing and selling. This was in large part because much of the action was playing out in the darker corners of the World Wide Web. The Internet dissolved borders, offered almost infinite flexibility and allowed those involved to retain a degree of anonymity and security that would never have been possible before. What I wanted to find out was, who are these people and how have they created a lucrative underworld filled with lethal legal highs?




Part One

Inventors/Chemists/Producers/
Backers – Israel,
China, Romania, USA, UK,
Germany, Thailand


There’s a misguided assumption that the guys running clandestine chemistry labs have bad complexions and wear plaid shirts and that they are slightly dim and just follow cookbook recipes. That’s a mistake. These guys are incredibly bright. They are head-and-shoulders – intellectually, certainly – above some of the politicians who are attempting to legislate against them.

US legal-highs expert



In 2008 – following that slash and burn operation in Cambodia – the Internet fuelled the huge appetite for new legal-high products. The biggest names back then included substances such as Neo Doves and Sub Coca. These were produced by a firm in Israel that refused to reveal what was actually in them. Sold in capsules, users agreed unanimously that they worked, and said they felt like a cross between Ecstasy and cocaine. They were massively popular, despite the deep reservations some people retained about the mysterious ingredients of the new compound. Soon Neo Doves and Sub Coca were selling in their hundreds of thousands. It also became clear they were highly addictive, with users reporting they’d gone on crazed binges for days. It was music to the ears of the producers of these drugs. Others quickly decided to join the legal-high bandwagon.

Soon something akin to a chemical gold-rush began to emerge on the Internet, with dozens of new players popping up daily. The new drugs could be bought for around £1,000 to £2,500 per kilo and sold for £10,000 – and it was all legal.

At the same time another group of Israeli scientists began to try and grab some of this potentially lucrative global market for themselves by creating multiple legal highs. They insist to this day they did not make ‘much money’ from these products. But few believe them as conservative estimates of their earning potential are in the tens of millions of US dollars. Today some of those same Israeli scientists work full time to create new drugs similar to the components of popular illegal drugs. They claim testing does take place, first with the inventors themselves, followed by animals and lastly through human volunteers. But there is no doubt that the long-term effects of these drugs remain relatively unknown.

Israel’s thriving legal-high underworld also fed a ravenous domestic demand from the nation’s youth, especially in big cities such as Tel Aviv. The earliest legal high to emerge on the streets of Israel was Hagigat, which was quickly marketed as a party drug. The active ingredients of Hagigat – the word is a blend of the Hebrew word hagiga (‘party’) and ghat – were a combination of methamphetamine and cathine, a phenethylamine-type substance carefully isolated from the plant and then sold in capsules that could be swallowed or emptied out and the contents snorted.

It took some years before Hagigat was officially outlawed by the Israeli authorities. Dealers then simply began developing new versions based on different types of methamphetamine. Hagigat available today is very different to its predecessors. Dealers admit it now includes a wide range of fillers cut with the
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