Info on “Smack” - Heroin

Compiled by Tammy T. Pomplun

What it looks like: Heroin comes in many forms and colors from white to dark brown depending on the impurities or additives in the drug. In its pure form is a white powder with a bitter taste. It can vary from a white, tan, red or dark brown fine or granular powder, depending on the impurities or additives in the drug. “Black tar” has a consistency that varies from a roofing tar to a solid coal-like substance that may be black or brown. 

How it’s used: Heroin can be injected, smoked, or snorted. Intravenous injection produces the greatest intensity and most rapid onset of euphoria. Effects are felt in 7 to 8 seconds. Before injecting heroin, it must first be cooked or heated and mixed with a small amount of water. Snorting is the process of inhaling heroin powder through the nose, where it is absorbed into the bloodstream through the nasal tissues. “Chasing the dragon” is a method of smoking heroin in which the heroin is placed on aluminum foil and heated from below with a cigarette lighter, with the resulting fumes inhaled. Even though effects for sniffing or smoking develop more slowly, beginning in 10 to 15 minutes, sniffing or smoking heroin has increased in popularity because of the availability of high-purity heroin and the fear of sharing needles. 

Initial gateway drugs: Heroin use sometimes begins after people become tolerant of, or lose access to stolen prescriptions from family medicine cabinet: Vicodin, Hydrocodone, Morphine, Oxycontin, or Percocet.

Cost of one heroin “fix” or “treat” – as little as $10 for one “high”  - a tenth of a gram – sometimes free if a buyer brings along buying friends or purchases certain quantities. 

Is it addictive? Heroin is very addictive. The body quickly develops a tolerance to heroin so larger doses are required to reach a high, which in turn wears off more quickly. After three or four experiences, people become addicted and need more. “If you start getting the ‘sick on,’ (withdrawal) you’ve got to get some heroin.”

Why is there such a range of purity in heroin? Dealers use many different substances to cut, or dilute, the heroin and each dealer cuts in different amounts of other products to the heroin. Quinine, starch, powdered milk, powdered vitamins, caffeine, phenobarbital, lactose, glucose, Mannitol and sucrose are often used to dilute white powdered heroin. Coffee, cocoa mix and brown sugar are often used to dilute tan or brown powdered heroin. 

What it’s called – Big H, horse, smack, big daddy, brown sugar, scag, tar, mud, black heroin

How it feels during the high: Heroin gives a relaxing, “no care in the world” hours-long, functioning high. Heroin users also experience a rush, euphoria or a surge of pleasurable sensations. After the initial rush the user goes “on the nod,” in an alternately wakeful and drowsy state.

How it feels during withdrawal: The severe, painful heroin withdrawal typically begins six to eight hours after the users last dose of heroin. The most severe withdrawal symptoms tend to be experienced around 48 to 72 hours after the last dose and last for an average of a week. Heroin withdrawal symptoms are physically demanding on the body and have been compared to a bad case of the flu (said to be 10 times worse) with symptoms such as diarrhea and vomiting. During heroin withdrawal the individual experiences elevations in blood pressure, pulse, respiratory rate and temperature. They may also experience goose bumps, watery eyes, runny nose, yawning, loss of appetite, tremors, panic, chills, nausea, muscle crams, and insomnia. Deep and overwhelming depression is another symptom of heroin withdrawal. 
Where it comes from: Heroin is a rapid acting opiate, synthesized from morphine, which is a principal component of opium. Opium is a naturally occurring substance that is extracted from the seedpod of the opium poppy. Only the Papaver Somniferum produces opium. Papaver Pavonium, the typical American poppy plant and the California poppy do not produce opium. 

History: Heroin was used for medicinal purposes by the Assyrians over 9,000 years ago. In 3,000 BC the Sumerians cultivated opium poppies in what is now Iraq. During the 1800s opium and morphine were popular and legally available in the US in over the counter preparations as relaxants and for treatment of alcoholism, diarrhea, cough, teething pain and physical discomfort. During the mid 1800s, opium smoking was introduced into the US by immigrating Chinese laborers. The introduction of the syringe in 1853 greatly increased the effect of morphine on the body, thus increasing the possibility of addictions. The first widespread use of injected morphine was on injured soldiers during the American Civil War. After the war, so many soldiers were addicted to morphine that addiction to the drug was called the “soldier’s illness” or “army disease.”

Heroin in fairy tales? Heroin and opium are made from poppies, which is why Dorothy, Toto, and the Cowardly Lion of the Wizard of Oz fall asleep in the poppy field. Drug use was less stigmatized at the time. In the book, the travelers are rescued from the poppies by the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman, who carry Dorothy and Toto out, and a band of field mice that hauls out the Cowardly Lion. It is a snowstorm (snow is a slang term for cocaine) that kills the poppies.
What to look for in users: Pinpoint pupils, loss of coordination, lowered sensation of pain, slow, slurred speech, injection sites, nasal redness, disorientation, itchy nose and skin, lowered blood pressure, constipation, sweating, dry mouth, drooping eyelids and head nodding. Also, changes in behavior, friendships, grades, appetite and sleep, secretive behavior, and wearing long-sleeve shirts or pants in warm or hot weather.

Paraphernalia to look for: Cotton balls, rubber bands, small pieces of tin foil, razors, baggies, straw-type devices, balloons, syringes.

Implications: Addiction, malnutrition, crime, collapsed veins, disease, meningitis, hepatitis and AIDS

Treatments: Methadone, Buprenorphine, Leva-alpha-acetyl-methadol (LAAM), Naltrexone (Trexan) and cognitive behavioral treatment.  Naloxone (Narcan) is often used immediately to help the victim recover in the event of an overdose. 
Deaths in Rock County believed to be attributed to Heroin:

2009: Five in 4-1/2 months

2008: Six

2007: None

2006: None

- Complied with contributions by EPD Officer Patrick Reese, EPD Lieutenant Jay Koehler, Evansville Judge Tom Alisankus and Rock County Sheriff Robert Spoden.

