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 Beware the deadliest of all the nightshades 36 Cranbrook Way, 

 By John Bell BUNBURY, WA 6230. 

Extracts from the plant Atropa belladonna have had long histories as medicines, as cosmetics and also 
as poisons. It’s a member of the Nightshade family. In fact, so potent is belladonna as a poison it bears 
the common name “deadly nightshade”. 

The word belladonna is derived from the Italian and means beautiful lady, so called because of its use to 
dilate the pupils to produce a seductive look. Belladonna has long been considered one of the world’s 
most toxic plants. However, these days we know that belladonna is far from the most deadly of all the 
nightshades. Other members of this extended family include potatoes, tomatoes, eggplants, chili 
peppers and tobacco.  And tobacco has become the single greatest cause of preventable death 
worldwide. 

One of the stories that surround the life of 16th century English poet and explorer Sir Walter Raleigh is 
that he threw his cloak over a puddle to prevent the first Queen Elizabeth from muddying her shoes. 
Another is that he introduced tobacco to Britain. It’s unlikely he actually ever got his cloak dirty – at least 
not in the way so commonly described; and tobacco was already a well-known commodity in Europe by 
the mid-1500s. But, it is fairly certain that he popularised the habit of smoking at the English court – not 
something we really should thank him for. 

Back in Australia, tobacco smoking is thought to have been introduced to the indigenous community by 
Indonesian fishermen in the 1700s; and from 1788 the British patterns of tobacco use were transported 
to Australia by the convicts and free settlers. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that a third of the world’s population now smokes and 
that around five and a half million people die each year from smoking-related causes. Additionally 
another 600,000 people, many of them children will die from second-hand smoke. 

There were suspicions about the possible link between smoking and lung cancer as far back as 1920; 
and a landmark study by Richard Doll published in the British Medical Journal in 1950 provided even 
stronger evidence. However, smoking causes not only lung cancer; it also causes cancers of the mouth, 
throat, oesophagus, bladder, kidney, liver, pancreas, stomach, colon, rectum, cervix and blood. As well, 
smoking is a major cause of heart disease and a significant risk factor associated with macular 
degeneration, osteoporosis, depression, multiple sclerosis, rheumatoid arthritis and stroke. 

Studies show that nearly two thirds of smokers would like to stop smoking, but fewer than 1 in 20 people 
who try to quit will actually remain non-smokers after three months. 

Up until recently, it was thought that stopping smoking completely – either cold turkey or with the help of 
nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) – was the best way to ensure becoming a long term non-smoker. 
But this “quick stop” method doesn’t suit everyone. Evidence has shown that reducing the number of 
cigarettes smoked with the assistance of NRT, makes it easier for some heavily addicted smokers to 
ultimately quit completely. 

Smoking cessation has both immediate and long term health benefits. Coughing, wheezing and 
shortness of breath are all less likely to occur in a non-smoker. Non-smokers can cope better with 
respiratory infections; and there is an improvement in general health. Smokers who quit at age 50 halve 
their risk of a smoking related death and if they stop by age 30 they avoid almost all the risk. 

If you’re ready to quit, your pharmacist at Usher Pharmacy can help you choose the smoking cessation 
therapy which suits you best. Ask for the Staying a Non Smoker fact card which is available from 
pharmacies providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care health information.  


