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By Philip Straub, TSRC Communications Intern
Coca versus Cocaine
Pinhead Town Talk on the science and culture of an ancient plant and modern drug
South Americans have been chewing the coca leaf as a common practice for thousands of years for its medicinal, cultural, and spiritual value. In the last half century, however, the popularization of the coca leaf extract, cocaine, as a recreational drug has led to strict regulation on its use, transport, and cultivation. While this leaf is the chief component in the synthesis of an addictive substance, how much resemblance does this ancient, revered plant bare to its illicit derivative? 
“To equate chewing coca leaf with doing a line of cocaine is like equating eating a bunch of grapes with drinking a bottle of wine,” says this week’s Pinhead Town Talk speaker, anthropologist Carol Conzelman, University of Colorado and Denver University visiting lecturer.
On Tuesday, July 13, Conzelman’s presentation, “Coca versus Cocaine: How an ancient medicinal plant became a modern narcotic drug” will run from 6 to 7:15 p.m. in the Palm Theater at 721 W. Colorado Ave. The summer science lecture series is hosted by the Telluride Science Research Center in collaboration with Pinhead Institute.
In her talk, Conzelman will present the history of the coca leaf from its importance in traditional South American cultures to its modern day status as a prohibited substance. She will debunk the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency’s vilification of traditional coca use among indigenous Andean populations and will elucidate the social, political, and economic impacts of the United States’ “War on Drugs.” She will describe the science of the coca leaf and its effects on the body in comparison to its processed form, cocaine. 
“It’s often called the sacred leaf,” says Conzelman, who has spent significant time in South America studying the scientific and medical aspects of coca, as well as its cultural and historic importance. Not only does her research suggest that coca poses no threat to the health of its consumer, chewing the leaf actually benefits the user’s health. So how can the base of a powerful street drug have a positive effect on one’s wellbeing?
The leaf contains various alkaloids, only one of which is cocaine. Alkaloid containing plants often have therapeutic properties, and have been used for medicinal purposes by indigenous people throughout history. Also contained within the coca leaf is a rich store of nutrients, including calcium, protein, and iron. When chewed, the leaf produces wholly different effects from its crystalline extract. While the effects of cocaine are associated with hyperactivity and anxiety, often followed by a debilitating crash, coca acts as a mild stimulant, and helps to alleviate fatigue, hunger, and pain. “Cocaine is the derivative of coca, and the effects of each upon the body and mind are unrelated,” Conzelman says.
Coca leaf even contains insulin, and has been used extensively throughout South America to aid diabetics. Because of its abnormally high nutrient levels, it is often used in baking to supplement flour. Coca is still used in South America as an anesthetic, because of its pain relieving properties.
Coca has further cultural, economic, and agricultural benefits to the people of South America. No social gathering would take place in Andean regions without the presence of coca leaves. It is a cash crop in the Andes, and can grow in depleted soil. Many chew coca daily in the same way people consume coffee. Users claim it increases their productivity, health, and happiness without any negative side effects. 
Conzelman drives the point home, “If I had had coca leaves, I would have finished my dissertation in half the time!”
Her presentation is the second of this summer’s Pinhead Town Talks. The lecture series will run every Tuesday through Aug. 3. from 6 to 7:15 in the Palm Theater.
For more information visit http://www.telluridescience.org/pinhead/2010 or contact Nana Naisbitt, TSRC Executive Director, at 970-708-0004.
